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Works of art are produced by cooperation. The 
creating artist works with a network of suppliers 
of materials, distributors of art works, fellow' 
artists, and with critics, theorists, and audiences. 
These contributing individuals and organiza
tions together constitute an art world. And the 
very existence of this art world gives artists the 
opportunity and means to make art. How is this 
cooperation possible? In what w'ays do works of 
art show the effects of having been made 
collectively?

In this most unusual book, noted sociologist 
Howard Becker draws examples from music, 
drama, dance, literature, film, and the visual arts. 
Among his findings is that much work even
tually recognized as art has its beginnings apart 
from the cooperative nurturing of an art world. 
He cites such outsiders as composer Charles 
Ives, sculptor Simon Rodia, and quiltmakers as 
artists whose work did not receive recognition 
until a suitable art world existed to foster them.

Sociologists, critics and analysts of the several 
arts, and working artists will find herein a clari
fication of the role of well-know n observations 
about the cooperative character of art work. The 
analysis clarifies problems in aesthetics and crit
icism and provides a model for the analysis of 
other social worlds.
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Preface

Maybe the years I spent playing the piano in taverns in Chicago 
and elsewhere led me to believe that the people who did that 
mundane work were as important to an understanding of art as the 
better-known players who produced the recognized classics of jazz. 
Growing up in Chicago—where Louis Sullivan's democratic philos
ophy was embodied in the skyscrapers of the downtown I loved to 
prowl around and Moholy-Nagy's Institute of Design gave a Mid
western home to the refugee Bauhaus' concern for the craft in 
art—may have led me to think that the craftsmen who help make art 
works are as important as the people who conceive them. My 
rebellious temperament may be the cause of a congenital antielit
ism. Learning the “Chicago tradition" of sociology from Everett C. 
Hughes and Herbert Blurncr surely led to a skepticism about con
ventional definitions of the objects of sociological study.

AH those things had a part in forming the attitude of this book, 
quite different from the one with which sociologists usually ap
proach the arts. I have treated art as the work some people do, and 
have been more concerned with patterns of cooperation among the 
people who make the works than With the works themselves or with 
those conventionally defined as their creators. In doing that, I have 
found it natural to use the style of analysis I and many others have 
used in analyzing other kinds of work and work settings. That has 
inevitably meant treating art as not so very different from other

ix
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kinds of work, and treating people defined as artists as not so very 
different from other kinds of workers, especially the other workers 
who participate in the making of art works.

The idea of an art world forms the backbone of my analysis. “Art 
world” is commonly used by writers on the arts in a loose and 
metaphoric way, mostly to refer to the most fashionable people 
associated with those newsworthy objects and events that com
mand astronomical prices. I have used the term in a more technical 
way, to denote the network of people whose cooperative activity, 
organized via their joint knowledge of conventional means of doing 
things, produces the kind of art works that art world is noted for. 
This tautological definition mirrors the analysis, which is less a 
logically organized sociological theory of art than an exploration of 
the potential of the idea of an art world for increasing our under
standing of how people produce and consume art works. Each 
chapter approaches that idea from a slightly different vantage 
point, suggesting the important features of art worlds, outlining 
how' they come into existence and persist, noting how their opera
tions affect the form and content of art works, and reinterpreting 
standard questions in analyses of the arts in ways suggested by all 
the foregoing.

I think it generally true that sociology docs not discover what no 
one ever knew before, in this differing from the natural sciences. 
Rather, good social science produces a deeper understanding of 
things that many people are already pretty much aware of. This is 
not the place to pursue that argument. But I should say that what
ever virtue this analysis has does not come from the discovery of 
any hitherto unknown facts or relations. Instead, it comes from 
exploring systematically the implications of the art world concept. 
Though the basic idea seems commonplace, many of its implica
tions are not. Thus, it seems obvious to say that if everyone whose 
work contributes to the finished art work does not do his part, the 
work will come out differently. But it is not obvious to pursue 
the implication that it then becomes a problem to decide which 
of all these people is the artist, while the others are only support 
personnel.

Because my focus has been on forms of social organization, I 
have frequently compared art forms and works which have quite 
different reputations as art. I have spoken of Titian and comic 
strips in the same breath and have discussed Hollywood film scores 
or rock-and-roll tunes as seriously as the work of Beethoven or 
Mozart. In fact, since the problem of reputation is central to the
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analysis, such comparisons occur frequently. 1 remind readers who 
find them offensive that the principle of analysis is social organi
zational, not aesthetic.

This approach seems to stand in direct contradiction to the 
dominant tradition in the sociology of art, which defines art as 
something more special, in which creativity comes to the surface 
and the essential character of the society expresses itself, especially 
in great works of genius. The dominant tradition takes the artist 
and art work, rather than the network of cooperation, as central to 
the analysis of art as a social phenomenon. In light of this differ
ence, it might be reasonable to say that what I have done here is not 
the sociology of art at all, but rather the sociology of occupations 
applied to artistic work. I would not quarrel with that way of 
putting it.

I have not argued directly with the more traditional point of 
view, except in the final chapter, and deal with some of its most 
important preoccupations only glancingly. It is not that those con
cerns cannot be dealt with in the terms proposed here, but they arc 
not central to the approach I have taken, and so have a subordinate 
place in my discussion. Furthermore, I have put those questions in 
a way that makes them relevant to what I want to talk about and 
thus does not deal with them adequately in their own terms. I am 
not sure that the two stvles of analysis conflict or contradict one 
another. They may just be two different sets of questions asked of 
the same empirical materials.

1 have, of course, not been the first to think about the arts in this 
way. There is a hearty tradition of relativistic, skeptical, “demo
cratic” writing about the arts. The example of such ethnomusicol- 
ogists as Charles Seeger and, especially, Klaus Wachsmann gave 
me much to think about and to imitate. William Ivins’ Prims and 
Visual Communication started me thinking about many of the 
problems I take up later and provided some of the tools needed to 
work on them. Harrison and Cynthia White’s analysis of the world 
of nineteenth-century French painting suggested the advantages of 
studying all the artists of a period rather than only the great names. 
These, and other sources I have used liberally in the text, indicate 
something of the tradition that lies behind what I have done. Like 
all traditions, its makers are not responsible for vvhal latecomers do 
in its name.
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1 * Rrt UUorlds and Collective 
Activity

IT  WAS M Y  practice to be at m y table every m orning  
at 5:30 a .m .; and it was also m y  practice to allow  m y
self no mercy. An old groom , whose business it was to 
call me, and  to w hom  I paid £ 5 a year extra for the 
duty, a llow ed h im self no mercy. During all those years 
at W altham Cross he was never once late with the coffee 
which it was his duty  to bring me. I  do not kn o w  that I 
ought not to feel that I  owe more to him  than to any 
one else for the success I  have had. By beginning at that 
hour I  could  complete m y literary work before I dressed 
for  breakfast.
A n t h o n y  T r o l l o p e , 1947 [1 8 8 3 ] ,  p .  227

The English novelist m ay have told the story facetiously, 
but being aw akened  and  given coffee was nevertheless in te
gral to the way he worked. No doubt he could have done 
w ithou t the  coffee if he had  to; but he d id n ’t have to. No 
doub t anyone could have perfo rm ed  that service; but, given 
the way Trollope worked, it had  to be perform ed.

All artistic work, like all h u m an  activity, involves the joint 
activity of a num ber,  often a large num ber, o f  people. 
Through their cooperation, the art work we eventually sec or 
hear com es to be and  continues to be. The w ork alwavs 
show s signs of tha t cooperation. The form s of cooperation 
m ay  be ephem eral, but often becom e m ore  or less routine, 
p roducing  pa tte rns  of collective activity we can call an art 
world. The existence of art worlds, as well as the way their 
existence affects both the production  and  consum ption  of art 
works, suggests a sociological approach  to the arts. It is not 
an ap p ro ach  tha t  p roduces  aesthetic  judgm ents , although 
that is a task m any  sociologists of art have set for themselves. 
It p roduces, instead, an unders tand ing  of the complexity of 
the cooperative netw orks th rough  which art happens , of the 
way the activities of both Trollope and his groom  m eshed

1
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with those of printers, publishers, critics, librarians, and 
readers  in the world  of Victorian literature, and  of the similar 
ne tw orks and results  involved in all the arts.

ART AS ACTIVITY

Think of all the activities tha t m ust be carried out for any 
w ork of art to ap pea r  as it finally does. For a sym phony 
orchestra  to give a concert, for instance, in s trum en ts  m ust 
have been invented, m anufac tu red , and m aintained, a n o ta 
tion m ust have been devised and  music com posed  using that 
notation, people m ust have learned to play the no ta ted  notes 
on the instrum ents , times and  places for rehearsal m ust have 
been provided, ads for the concert m ust have been placed, 
publicity m ust have been arranged  and tickets sold, and an 
audience capable  of listening to and  in some way u n d e r 
s tanding  and  responding  to the perfo rm ance  m ust have been 
recruited. A similar list can be compiled for any of the per
form ing arts. With m inor variations (substitute m aterials for 
ins trum ents  and  exhibition for perform ance), the list applies 
to the visual and  (substituting language and  prin t for m a te 
rials and  publication for exhibition) literary arts.

The list of things that m ust be done varies, naturally, from 
one m ed ium  to another, bu t we can provisionally list the 
kinds of activities tha t  m ust be perform ed. To begin, som e
one m ust have an  idea of w hat kind of work is to be m ade  
and  of its specific form. The originators m ay get tha t idea 
long before actually m aking the work, or the idea m ay arise 
in the process of working. The idea may be brilliant and  
original, p ro found  and  moving, or trivial and  banal, for 
all practical purposes  indistinguishable from thousands of 
o ther  ideas p roduced  by o thers  equally un ta len ted  or u n in 
terested in w hat they are doing. Producing the idea may 
require en o rm ous  effort and  concentration; it m ay com e as a 
gift, out of the blue; or it m ay be p roduced  routinely, by the 
m anipu la tion  of well-known formulas. The way the work is 
p roduced  bears  no necessary relationship to its quality. 
Every way of p roducing  art works for some people and  not 
for others; every way of p roducing  art p roduces w ork of 
every conceivable grade of quality, how ever that is defined.
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Once conceived, the idea must be executed. Most artistic 
ideas take som e physical form: a film, a painting or scu lp
ture, a book, a dance, a som ething  which can be seen, heard, 
held. Even conceptual art, which pu rports  to consist solely of 
ideas, takes the form  of a typescript, a talk, photographs, or 
som e com bination  of those.

The m eans  for the execution of some art works seem to  be 
easily and  routinely available, so that part of the making of 
the art work causes no one any special effort or worry. We 
can, for instance, have books prin ted  or photocopied with 
relatively little trouble. O ther art works require skilled exe
cution. A m usical idea in the form  of a written score has to be 
perform ed, and  musical pe rfo rm ance  requires training, skill, 
and ju dgm en t.  Once a play is written, it m ust be acted, and 
that requires  skill, training, and  judgm en t too. (So, in fact, 
does printing a book, but we arc less aw are  of that.)

Another crucial activity in the production  of art works 
consists of m anufac tu ring  and  distributing the m aterials  and 
equ ipm en t m ost artistic activities require. Musical ins tru 
ments, paints and  canvas, d a n ce rs ’ shoes and  costumes, 
cam eras  and  film—all these have to be m ade  and m ade  avail
able to the people who use them  to p roduce  a il  works.

Making art works takes time, and  m aking the equ ipm en t 
and  m aterials  takes time, too. That time has to be diverted 
from o ther activities. Artists ordinarily m ake time and equ ip 
m ent available for themselves by raising m oney in one way 
or ano ther  and  using the m oney to buy what they need. They 
usually, though not always, raise m oney by distributing their 
w orks to audiences in re turn  for som e form of paym ent. 
Of course, som e societies, and  som e art activities, do not 
opera te  within a m oney econom y. Instead, a central govern
m ent agency m ay allocate resources for art projects. In a n 
o ther  kind of society, people who p roduce  art m ay barter  
their w ork  for what they need, or m ay produce  work in the 
time available to them after  they have met their  o ther  obli
gations. They m ay  perform  their o rd inary  activities in such 
a way as to p roduce  w hat we o r  they might identify as art, 
even though the work is not com m only  called that, as when 
w om en  p roduced  quilts for family use. However it is done, 
w ork  gets d istributed  and  the distribution produces  the
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m eans  with which fu rther  resources for m aking further work 
can  be gathered.

O ther activities tha t  we can lum p together as “support"  
m ust also take place. These vary with the m edium : sweeping 
up the stage and  bringing the coffee, s tretching and  prim ing 
canvases and  fram ing  the finished paintings, copy editing 
and  proofreading. They include all sorts of technical activi
ties—m anipula ting  the m achinery  people use in executing 
the w ork—as well as those which merely free executan ts  from  
norm al household  chores. Think of support as a residual 
category, designed to hold w hatever the o ther  categories do 
not m ake  an easy place for.

Som eone m ust respond  to the w ork  once it is done, have 
an em otional or intellectual reaction to it, “see som eth ing  in 
it," apprecia te  it. The old co n u n d ru m —if a tree falls in the 
forest and  no one hears it, did it m ake a sound?—can be 
solved here by simple definition: we are in terested in the 
event which consists of a work being m ade  and  appreciated ; 
for tha t to happen , the activity of response and  appreciation  
m ust occur.

Another activity consists of creating and m ain tain ing  the 
ra tionale  accord ing  to w hich  all these o ther activities m ake 
sense and  are w orth  doing. Rationales typically take the 
form, how ever naive, of a kind of aesthetic  a rgum ent, a 
philosophical justification which identifies w ha t is being 
m ad e  as art, as good art, and  explains how art does so m e
thing tha t  needs to be done  for people and  society. Every so
cial activity carries with it some such  rationale, necessary  for 
those m om ents  w hen  o thers  not engaged in it ask w ha t good 
it is anyway. Som eone always asks such questions, if only the 
people engaged in the activity themselves. Subsidiary  to this 
is the specific evaluation of individual works to determ ine 
w hether  thev m eet the s tanda rds  contained  in the  m ore 
general justification for tha t  class of w ork or whether, p e r
haps, the rationale requires  revision. Only by this kind of 
critical review of w ha t has been and  is being done can  p a r 
tic ipants  in the m aking of art works decide what to do as 
they move on to the next work.

Most of these things canno t be done on the sp u r  of the
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m om ent. They require  some training. People m ust learn the 
techn iques  characteris tic  of the kind of work they arc going 
to do, w he ther  it be the creation of ideas, execution, some 
one of the m any support  activities, or appreciation, response, 
and  criticism. Accordingly, som eone m ust carry  on the e d u 
cation and  training through which such learning occurs.

Finally, to do all this supposes conditions of civic o rder 
such  that people engaged in m aking art can coun t on a 
certa in  stability, can feel tha t  there are some rules to the 
gam e they are  playing. If systems of support  and distribution 
rely on notions of private  property , the rights to that property  
m ust be guaran teed  in som e way. The state, pu rsu ing  its 
interest in the ends  for which people are mobilized for col
lective action, m ust allow the production  of the objects  and 
events which are the art, and  m ay provide som e support 
itself.

I have repeatedly  spoken in the imperative: people m ust 
do this, the state  m ust not do that. W ho savs so? Why must 
any of these people do any of these things? It is easy enough 
to imagine or re m em b er  cases in which these activities have 
not been carried out. Recall how I began: “Think of all the 
activities tha t m ust be carried out for  any work o f  art to ap
pear as it finally does." That is, the im peratives all opera te  if 
the event is to occur in a specific way and  no other. But the 
w ork need not occu r  in that way, or in any o th e r  particu lar 
way. If one o r  an o th e r  of these activities does not get done, 
the work will occur in some o ther way. If no one apprecia tes  
the work, it will go unapprecia ted . If no one supports  its 
doing, it will go unsupported . If specific items of equipm ent 
are not available, the work will be done w ithout them. 
Naturally, doing without any of these things affects the work 
produced . It will not be the sam e work. But that is far differ
ent from  saying that it canno t exist at all unless these 
activities are perform ed. Any of them can be perfo rm ed  
in a variety of ways with an equal variety of results.

Poets, for instance, depend  on printers, editors, and p u b 
lishers to circulate their  work. But should those facilities not 
be available, for political or econom ic reasons, they m ay  find 
o ther  m eans  of circulating it. Russian poets circulate their
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w ork in privately typed m anuscripts , readers retyping the 
m anuscr ip t  to m ake further  circulating copies, when the 
governm ent printing houses will not allow official printing 
or distribution. If the com m ercial publishers of capitalist 
countries will not publish a book, poets can, as American 
poets often do, m im eograph  o r  photocopy their  work, p e r
haps  m aking unofficial use of the equ ipm ent of some school 
or office for which they work. If, tha t done, no one will 
d istribute  the work, they can distribute it themselves, giving 
copies away to friends and  relatives, or just handing  it out 
to s trangers on street corners. Or one can simply not d istrib
ute the work, and keep it for oneself. Emily Dickinson did 
th a t  w hen, after a few unfo rtuna te  experiences with edi
tors who altered her “ illiterate" punctuation , she decided 
tha t  she would not be able to publish her w ork in the form 
she w anted  (Johnson, 1955).

Of course, by using o ther th a n  the conventional m eans  of 
d istribution or no channel of distribution at all, artists suffer 
som e disadvantages, and  their work takes a different form 
than  it might have if regular distribution had been available. 
They usually see this s ituation as an unm ixed curse, and 
hope to gain access to regular channels of distribution, or 
w hatever o ther conventional facilities they find unavailable. 
But since, as we will see, the regular m eans of carrying on 
suppo rt  activities substantially  constra in  w hat can be done, 
not to have them  available, inconvenient or worse as that 
m ay be, also opens up otherwise unavailable possibilities. 
Access to all the regular m eans of doing things is a mixed 
blessing.

This is not, then, a functionalist theory  which suggests that 
activities m ust occur in a particu lar  way or the social system 
will not survive. The social system s which p roduce  art su r 
vive in all sorts of ways, though never exactly as they have in 
the past. The functionalist suggestion is true in the trivial 
sense tha t  ways of doing things will not survive exactly as 
they are unless all the things necessary to that survival con
tinue  to aid in it. It is m isleading in suggesting that there  is 
any necessity for such ways to survive exactly as they are.
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TH E DIVISION OF LABOR

Given tha t all these things m ust be done for an art work to 
occur as it actually does, who will do them? Imagine, as one 
ex trem e case, a situation in which one person did everything: 
m ad e  everything, invented everything, had  all the ideas, 
pe rfo rm ed  or executed the work, experienced and a p p re 
ciated it, all w ithout the assistance or help of anyone else. We 
can  hardly  imagine such a thing, because cill the arts  we 
know, like all the hum an  activities we know, involve the 
coopera tion  of others.

If o ther  people do some of these activities, how do the 
partic ipants  divide up the jobs? Think of the opposite  ex
treme, a situation in which each activity is done by a separa te  
person, a specialist who does noth ing  but tha t one operation, 
m uch  like the division of tasks on an industrial assem bly line.w

This too is an  im aginary  case, though some arts  approx im ate  
it in practice. The list of credits which ends the typical Hol
lywood feature  film gives explicit recognition to such a finely 
divided set of activities. The fine divisions are traditional in 
the m aking  of large-budget films, partly  enforced by union 
jurisdictional a rrangem en ts  and partly by the traditional 
rew ard  system of public credit on which careers  in the film 
industry  are based  (Faulkner, forthcoming, discusses the 
role of credits in the careers  of Hollywood composers).

There seem s to be no limit to the fineness of the division of 
tasks. Consider the list of technical credits for the 1978 film 
Hurricane  (see Chart 1). The film em ployed a director of 
photography, but Sven Nykvist did not actually operate  the 
cam era; E dw ard  Lachm an did that. Lachm an, however, did 
not do all the jobs  associated with operating  the cam era; Dan 
M yhram  loaded it and, when the focus had  to be shifted in 
the course  of filming a scene, Lars Karlsson “pulled '' the 
focus. If som eth ing  went wrong with a cam era, cam era  m e
chanic G erhard  Hentschel fixed it. The work of clothing and 
m aking up the actors, p reparing  and  taking care of the script, 
p reparing  scenery and  props, seeing to the continuity  of 
the dialogue and  the visual appearance  of the film, even
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CHART 1
H U R R IC A N E , T e c h n i c a l  C r e d i t s

Directed  by Ja n  Troell
P ro du ced  by Dino de Laurentiis
Screenp lay  by Lorenzo Sem ple, Jr.
Based on  the  novel H urricane  by Charles N ordhoff  and  

Jam e s  N o rm a n  Hall
Executive P ro du ce r Lorenzo Sem ple, Jr.
D irector  of  Pho tography Sven Nykvist, A.S.C.
Music c o m p o sed  by Nino Rota
Film Editor Sam  O 'S teen
Production ,  C os tum es  an d  Sets des igned  by Danilo Donati
S econd  Unit Director F rank  Clark
1st ass is tan t  d irec tor Jose  Lopez Rodero
2nd ass is tan t  d irec tor Fred Viannellis
3rd ass is tan t  d irec tor Ginette Angosse Lopez
Assistant to  d irec tor George O dd ner
S eco nd  unit ass is tan t  d irec tor Giovanni Soldati
S econd  un it  ass is tan t  m a n a g e r G oran  Se tte rberg
C am era  o p e ra to r E d w ard  L a ch m an
S econd  unit & U n d e rw a te r  c a m e ra  op e ra to r Sergio Martinelli
Focus  puller Lars Karlsson
S econd  un it  focus puller Sergio M elaranci
L o ader Dan M yhrm an
C am era  m ech an ic G erh a rd  H entschel
Gaffer Alfio Ambrogi
Special effects Glen Robinson 

Aldo Puccini 
Joe Day

Special eff ects crew Jack  S a m p so n  
R ay m on d  Robinson  
Joe  B ernard i 
W avne  Rose

C onstruc t ion  M anager Aldo Puccini

T e c h n i c a l  A s s i s t a n c e  i n  t h e  C o n s t r u c t i o n  
o f  t h e  T a n k  a n d  V i l l a  L a l i q u e  

C.G.E.E. A l s t h o m - P a t e e t e  
U n d e r  t h e  S u p e r v i s i o n  o f  M i c h e l  S t r e b e l

C ho reo g rap h e r  Coco
Technical consu ltan t  Milton F o rm an
Art d irec to r  Giorgio Postiglione
I l lu s tra to r  M entor  H u e b n e r
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M ake-up  artis t M assim o de Rossi
Assistant m ake-up Adonellade Rossi
Scr ip t  superv isor Nikki Clapp
H air  stylist Ennio  Marroni
Props George H am ilton
W ard ro b e F ranco  Antonelli
S o un d  m ixer Laurie  Clarkson
Boom  m en Joh n  S tevenson

Jo h n  Pitt
Key grip M ario Stella
S tun t  co -o rd ina to r Miguel Pedregosa
S tu n tm e n Pablo Garcia

R om an  A riznavarre ta
Still P h o to g rap h e r Frank Conner
Special Stills Alfonso Avincola
Unit publicist T om  Gray
Dialogue coach N o rm an  S chw artz
Assistant film ed i to r Bobbie Di
Produc tion  Auditor Brian Gibbs
Assistant Auditor Rex Saluz
C rane  O p era to r Dan Hoge
Casting  bv M c L e a n /E b b in s /M a n s o u
Local Casting and  Dialogue Coach Joh n  Alarimo
Vehicles Fiat

the m anagem en t of financial m atters  during filming—all 
these jobs were similarly divided am ong  a n u m b er  of people 
whose nam es appea red  on the screen. These credits still do 
not give full expression to the fineness of the division of labor 
involved; som eone m ust have typed and  duplicated  copies of 
the script, som eone else copied the parts  from Nino Rota's 
score, and  a conduc to r  and musicians, here unnam ed , per
form ed that music.

In fact, situations of art m aking lie som ew here  between 
the ex trem es of one person doing everything and every 
smallest activity being done by a separa te  person. W orkers 
of various kinds develop a traditional “bundle  of tasks" 
(Hughes, 1971, pp. 311-16). To analyze an art world we look 
for its characteris tic  kinds of w orkers and the bundle  of tasks 
each one does.

Nothing in the technology of any art m akes one division of



10 ♦ A R T W O R L D S  A N D  C O L L E C T I V E  A C T I V I T Y

tasks m ore “natura l"  than  another, a lthough som e divisions 
are so traditional tha t we often regard  them  as given in the 
na tu re  of the m edium . Consider the relations betw een the 
com position and  perfo rm ance  of music. In conventional 
sym phonic  and  c h am b er  music in the m id-twentieth  cen
tury, the two activities occur separately and  are seen as two 
different, highly specialized jobs. That was not always true. 
Beethoven, like m ost com posers  of his time, also perform ed, 
bo th  his own m usic  and  tha t  of others, as well as conducting  
and  improvising on the piano. Even now, an occasional per
fo rm er composes, as did the p iano virtuosi R achm aninoff 
and  Paderewski. Composers som etim es perform , often be
cause pe rfo rm ance  pays a great deal be tter  than  com posi
tion. Stravinsky, for instance, w rote three pieces for piano, 
two with orchestral accom panim ent, designed to be playable 
by a pianist of no greater virtuosity than  himself (the one 
w ithou t o rchestra  was written for two pianos, so that he  and  
his son Soulim a could play it in towns too small to have a 
sym phony  orchestra). Perform ing these pieces (he reserved 
perfo rm ance  rights for him self for a n u m b er  of years) and  
conducting  his own works allowed him to m ain ta in  the 
s tan d a rd  of living he had  originally developed on the basis of 
his professional association with Diaghilev and  the Ballets 
Russe (see White, 1966, pp. 65-66, 279-80, and  350).

The training of classical m usicians reinforces this division 
of labor. Philip Glass, a con tem porary  com poser, has  ex
plained tha t  the people w ho en ter  the Juilliard School of 
Music to s tudy composition are usually, when they enter, 
com peten t perfo rm ers  on some instrum ent. Once they en ter 
the  school, however, they spend  m ore  time com posing and 
correspondingly  less time on their  instrum ent, while people 
specializing in ins trum enta l perfo rm ance  continue to p rac 
tice full time. Soon the ins trum enta l specialists play so m uch  
be tter  than  the would-be com posers  that the la tter stop 
playing; they can write things that are easy for the instru 
m entalists  bu t tha t  they them selves canno t plav (Ashley, 
1978).

In jazz, com position is m uch  less im portan t than  perfo r
m ance. The s tanda rd  tunes musicians play (blues and  old
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p o pu la r  songs) merely furnish the fram ew ork  for the real 
creation. W hen m usicians improvise, they use the raw  m a 
terials of the song, but m any players and  listeners will not 
know w ho actually  com posed “Sunny Side of the Street" or 
“Exactly Like You"; som e of the most im portan t im provisa
tory fram ew orks, like blues, have no au tho r  at all. One might 
say th a t  the com poser  is the player, considering the im prov
isation the composition.

In rock music, the two activities are, ideally, carried on by 
the sam e person. Fully com peten t perform ers  com pose their 
own music. Indeed, rock groups who play o ther  people 's  
music get tagged with the derogatory  label "copy groups," 
and  a young group  com es of age the day it begins to play its 
own compositions. The activities are  separa te—perform ing  is 
not s im ultaneous  with composing, as it is in jazz—but both 
belong to one p e rso n ’s bundle  of tasks (Bennett, 1980).

The sam e variations in the division of tasks can be found 
in every art. Som e art photographers, like E dw ard  Weston, 
always m ade  their own prints, regarding printing as integral 
to the m aking of the picture; others, like Henri Cartier-Bres
son, never m ade  their  own prints, leaving that to technicians 
w ho knew' how they w anted  it done. Poets writing in the 
W estern trad ition  do not ordinarily  incorpora te  their  own 
handw riting  into the finished product, leaving it to prin ters  to 
pu t the m aterial into a readable  form; we see au tograph  
copies of their poetry  only w'hen we are in terested in the 
revisions they m ade  in their own hand  on the  m anuscrip t  
(sec, for instance, Eliot, 1971) or in a rare  case such as that 
of William Blake, w ho  engraved  his own plates, on which 
poem s appea red  in his own hand, and  prin ted  them himself, 
so that his hand  was part of the work. But in m uch  Oriental 
poetry  the calligraphy is as im portan t as the p o e m ’s content 
(see figure 1); to have it printed in m echanical type w ould  
destroy som eth ing  crucial. More m undanely , saxophone and 
clarinet players buy their reeds at the music store, but oboists 
and  bassoonists  buy pieces of cane and  m an u fac tu re  their 
own.

E ach  kind of person  w ho partic ipates in the m aking of a rt  
works, then, has a specific bundle  of tasks to do. Though the
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FIGURE 1. Page from a set o f Shokunin-e (“depictions of var
ious occupations ”), Edo period (1615-1868 a . d J ,  Japan. In Western 
literature, only f/ze poem's words are important, but in much Orien
tal literature the calligraphy is equally important, and the callig
rapher as important an artist as the poet. Ink and wash on 
paper. Artist, poet, and calligrapher unknown. The poem reads, 
“Sounds o f hammering continue / Clear moon above / People, 
listening, wonder. . . . ” (Asian Art Museum of San Francisco, the 
Avery Brundage Collection.)
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allocation of tasks to people is, in an im portan t sense, 
a rb itra ry—it could have been done differently and is s u p 
ported  only by the agreem ent of all o r  most of the o ther 
partic ipan ts—it is not therefore  easy to change. The people 
involved typically regard  the division of tasks as quasi- 
sacred, as “na tu ra l"  and  inherent in the equ ipm en t and  the 
m edium . They engage in the sam e work politics Everett 
H ughes  (1971, pp. 311-15) describes am ong  nurses, a t te m p t
ing to get rid of tasks they regard  as tiresome, dirty, or b e 
neath  their dignity, seeking to add tasks that are m ore  in ter
esting, rewarding, and  prestigious.

Every art, then, rests on an extensive division of labor. 
That is obviously true in the case of the perform ing arts. 
Films, concerts, plays, and  operas  canno t be accom plished 
by lone individuals doing everything necessary by th e m 
selves. But do we need all this ap p a ra tu s  of the division of 
labor to u n d e rs tan d  painting, which seem s a m uch  m ore 
solitary occupation? We do. The division of labor does not 
require that all the people involved in producing  the art 
object be u n d e r  the sam e roof, like assembly-line workers, or 
even that they be alive at the sam e time. It only requires that 
the work of m aking the object or pe rfo rm ance  rely on that 
person perform ing  tha t activity at the app rop ria te  time. 
Painters thus depend  on m an u fac tu re rs  for canvas, s tre tch 
ers, paint, and  brushes; on dealers, collectors, and  m useum  
curators  for exhibition space and financial support;  on crit
ics and  aesthetic ians for the rationale  for w hat they do; on 
the state  for the pa tronage  or even the advan tageous tax 
laws which persuade  collectors to buy works and  donate  
them  to the public; on m em bers  of the public to respond  to 
the w ork  emotionally; and  on the o ther painters, co n tem 
porary  and  past, who created the tradition  which m akes the 
backdrop  a g a i n s t  w hich their w ork m akes sense (see Kubler, 
1962, and  Danto, 1964, 1973, and  1974 on tradition).

Similarly with poetry, which seems even more solitary 
than  painting. Poets need no equ ipm ent, o ther than  what 
is conventionally  available to ordinary  m em bers  of society, 
to do  their work. Pencils, pens, typewriters, and  paper  are 
enough, and, if these are n o t  available, poetry  began  as an
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oral tradition and  m uch  con tem porary  folk poetry still exists 
only in tha t  form  (until folklorists like Jackson, 1972 and  1974, 
or Abraham s, 1970, write it down and  publish it). But this a p 
pearance  of au tonom y is likewise superficial. Poets depend  
on prin ters  and  publishers, as painters  do on distributors, 
and use shared  traditions for the  background against which 
their work m akes sense and for the raw  m aterials with which 
they work. Even so self-sufficient a poet as Emily Dickinson 
relied on psalm -tune rhy thm s an American audience would 
recognize and  respond  to.

All a rt  works, then, except for the totally individualistic 
and therefore  unintelligible works of an  autistic person, in
volve som e division of labor am ong  a large n u m b er  of peo 
ple. (See the discussion of the division of labor in Freidson, 
1976).

ART AND ARTISTS

Both partic ipan ts  in the creation of a rt  works and  m e m 
bers of society generally believe tha t the m aking of art re
quires special talents, gifts, or abilities, which few have. Some 
have m ore than  others, and a very few are gifted enough 
to m erit the honorific title of “artist." A charac te r  in Tom 
S toppard 's  Travesties expresses the  idea succinctly: "An a r t 
ist is som eone who is gifted in some way tha t  enables him to 
do som ething  m ore  or less well which can only be done 
badly or not at all by som eone who is not thus gifted" 
(S toppard , 1975, p. 38). We know  who has these gifts by the 
w ork they do because, these shared  beliefs hold, the work of 
art expresses and  em bodies those special, rare  powers. By 
inspecting the work we see tha t som eone special m ade  it.

We think it im portan t  to know who has tha t  gift and  who 
does not because  we accord  people who have it special rights 
and  privileges. At an  extrem e, the rom antic  m yth  of the artist 
suggests th a t  people with such  gifts cannot be sub jec ted  to 
the constra in ts  im posed on o ther  m em bers  of society; we 
m ust allow them  to violate rules of decorum , propriety, and  
com m on  sense everyone else m ust follow o r  risk being p u n 
ished. The m yth suggests tha t in re turn  society receives work
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of un ique  charac te r  and  invaluable quality. Such a belief 
does not a p p ea r  in all, or even most, societies; it m ay be 
unique to W estern E uropean  societies, and those influenced 
by them , since the Renaissance.

Michael Baxandall (1972) pinpoints  the shift in European  
thinking on this point as occurring  in the fifteenth century, 
finding evidence of it in the changes in the contrac ts  m ade  
between painters  an d  the purchasers  of their work. At one 
point, con trac ts  specified the charac te r  of the painting, the 
m ethods  of paym ent, and, especially, the quality  of the col
ors to be used, insisting on the use of gold and  the m ore  ex
pensive varieties of blue (some being considerably  cheaper 
than  others). Thus, a con trac t  in 1485 between Domenico 
Ghirlandaio and  one client specified, am ong  o th e r  things, 
that the pa in ter  should:

colour the panel at his own expense with good colours and 
with powdered gold on such ornaments as demand it .. . and 
the blue must be ultramarine ol the value about four florins 
the ounce.. . .  (Quoted in Baxandall, 1972, p. 6)

This resem bles the con trac t  one might m ake  with a builder, 
specifying the quality of steel and  concrete  to be used.

At the sam e time, o r  even earlier, som e clients were speci
fying m aterials less and  skill more. Thus, a contrac t in 1445, 
betw een Piero della F rancesca  and  an o th e r  ecclesiastical 
client, while it did not fail to specify gold and  ultram arine, 
pu t a g reater em phas is  on the value of the pain ter 's  skill, 
insisting that “no pa in te r  m ay put his h an d  to the brush o ther 
than  Piero himself" (Quoted in Baxandall, 1972, p. 20.). 
Another con trac t was m ore  detailed:

The said master Luca is bound and promises to paint (1) all 
the figures to be done on the said vault, and (2) especially the
faces a n d  all the  parts o f  the figures f r o m  the m idd le  o f  each  
f igure u p w a r d s , and (3) that no painting should be done on 
it without Luca himself being present. . . . And it is agreed 
(4) that all the mixing of colours should be done by the 
said master Luca himself. . . . (Quoted in Baxandall, 1972, 
p. 23)

This is a very different kind of contract. Here the client wants
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to be sure  tha t he is getting his m oney 's  w orth  in som ething 
ra re r  than  four-florin u ltram arine, namely, the unique skill of 
an artist. "The fifteenth-century client seem s to have m ade  
his opulen t gestures m ore  and  m ore by becom ing a conspic
uous buyer of skill" (Baxandall, 1972, p. 23).

This shift m oves only part of the way to today 's  fully 
developed belief tha t the art work consists mainly o f  the 
expression of the skill an d  vision of a great artist. It recog
nizes the artist as som eone  special, but aw ards  artists no 
special rights. That cam e later.

Nevertheless, because  artists have special gifts, because 
they  p roduce  w ork  thought to be of great im portance  to a 
society, and  because  they therefore  get special privileges, 
people w an t to m ake sure tha t  only those who really have the 
gift, the talent, and  the skill get the position. Special m e ch 
an ism s sort out artists from nonartists. Societies, and  m e
dia within societies, vary in how they do this. At one extrem e, 
a guild or academ y (Pevsner, 1940) m ay require long a p 
prenticeship  and  preven t those it does not license from 
practicing. W here the state  does not allow art m uch  au to n 
om y and  controls  the institutions through which artists get 
their tra in ing  and work, access to skills m ay  be similarly 
restricted. At ano ther  extrem e, exemplified by such countries 
as the United States, everyone can  learn; partic ipants  in the 
m aking of art rely on m arke t m echan ism s to weed out the 
ta len ted  from the others. In such systems, people keep the 
idea tha t  artists have a special gift but do not believe that 
there  is any way to  tell who has it outside of letting everyone 
try and  then  inspecting the results.

Partic ipants  in the m aking  of art works, and  m em bers  of 
society generally, regard  som e of the  activities necessary  to 
the p roduction  of a form of art as “artistic," requiring  the 
special gifts or sensibility of an artist. They fu rther  regard  
those activities as the core activities of art, necessary  to m ake 
the w ork  a rt  ra th e r  than  (in the case of objects) an industrial 
p roduct, a craft item, or a na tural object. The rem aining 
activities seem  to them  a m a tte r  of craft, business acum en , or 
som e o ther  ability less rare, less characteris tic  of art, less 
necessary  to the  w ork 's  success, less worthy of respect. They
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define the people who perfo rm  these o ther activities as (to 
borrow  a military term) support  personnel, reserving the title 
of "artis t"  for those w ho  perfo rm  the core activities.

The s ta tus  of any  particu lar  activity, as a core activity 
which requires special artistic gifts or as m ere  support,  can 
change. As we have seen, m aking paintings was once thought 
of as skilled work, but no m ore  than that, and  becam e 
defined as som eth ing  m ore special in the  Renaissance. In a 
la ter ch ap te r  w e will consider how craft activities becom e 
redefined as art, and  vice versa. Here it will be sufficient to 
cite the exam ple  of the recording  engineer and sound mixer, 
the person who handles the technical end of recording music 
and preparing  the result for com m ercia l rep roduction  and 
sale. E dw ard  Kealy (1979) docum en ts  the shift in the sta tus  
of that technical activity. Up to the mid-1940s:

The sound mixer's skill lay in using to advantage the acoustic 
design of the studio, deciding upon the placement of a hand
ful of microphones, and mixing or balancing microphone 
outputs as the musical performance was recorded. Very little 
editing was possible since the performance was recorded di
rectly on a disc or single track tape. The primary aesthetic 
question was utilitarian: how well does a recording capture 
the sounds of a performance? (P. 9)

After World W ar II, technical developm ents  m ade  "high 
fidelity" and  "concert hall realism" possible.

The good mixer-craftsman would make sure that unwanted 
sounds were not recorded or at least minimized, that the 
desired sounds were recorded without distortion, and that the 
sounds were in balance. The recording technology itself, and 
thus the sound mixer’s work, was to be unobtrusive so as not 
to destroy the listener’s illusion that he was sitting in Philhar
monic Hall rather than his own living room. (P. 11)

With the advent of rock music, m usicians w hose instrum ents  
them selves em bodied  electronic technology began to exper
im ent w ith recording technology as part  of the musical work. 
Since they often  had learned to play by imitating highly 
engineered recordings (Bennett, 1980), they naturally  w anted  
to incorpora te  those effects into their work. Such equ ipm ent
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as m ultitrack recorders  m ade  it possible to edit and  com bine 
separate ly  recorded  elem ents and  to m anipu late  electroni
cally the sounds the m usicians produced. Rock stars, re la
tively independen t of corpora te  discipline, began to insist on 
control over the record ing  and mixing of their perform ances. 
Two things happened . On the one hand, signaled by the 
p rom inen t credits given to mixers on record albums, sound 
mixing began to be recognized as an artistic activity requ ir
ing special artistic talent. On the o ther hand, people who had 
established themselves as musical artists began to take over 
the job  themselves or to recruit ex-musicians to do it. Sound 
mixing, once a m ere  technical specialty, had  becom e integral 
to the art process and recognized as such (Kealy, 1979, 
pp. 15-25).

The ideology posits a perfect correlation between doing 
the core activity and  being an artist. If you do it, you m ust be 
an  artist. Conversely, if you are an artist, w ha t you do m ust 
be art. This produces confusion when, from either a com- 
m onsense  point of view or from the s tandpoin t of the art 's  
tradition, that correlation does not occur. For instance, if the 
idea of gift or ta lent implies the notion of spon taneous  ex
pression o r  sublim e inspiration (as it does for many), the 
businesslike work habits of m anv  artists create  an  incon- 
gruity. C om posers w ho p roduce  so m any  bars of music a day, 
pa in ters  who pain t so m any hours  a day—w hether  they “feel 
like it or n o t"—create  som e doub t as to w hether  they  can  be 
exercising su p e rh u m an  talents. Trollope, who arose early so 
that he could get in his three hours  of writing before going to 
w ork  as a civil servan t in the British Post Office, was a lm ost a 
carica ture  of this businesslike, “unartis t ic” approach:

All those I think who have lived as literary men,—working 
daily as literary labourers,—will agree with me that three 
hours a day will produce as much as a man ought to write. But 
then he should have so trained himself that he shall be able to 
work continuously during those three hours—so have tutored 
his mind that it shall not be necessary for him to sit nibbling 
his pen, and gazing at the wall before him, till he shall have 
found the words with which he wants to express his ideas. It 
had at this time become my custom,—and it is still my custom, 
though of late I have become a little lenient to myself,—to
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write with mv watch before me, a n d  to require from myself 
250 words every quarter ol an hour. I have found that the 250 
words have been forthcoming a s  regularly as my watch went. 
(Trollope, 1947, pp. 227-28)

Another difficulty arises when som eone  claiming to be an 
artist does not do som e of w hat is regarded as the  irreducible 
core of w hat an  artist m ust do. Since the definition of the core 
activity changes over time, the division of labor between 
artist and  suppo rt  personnel also changes, leading to diffi
culties. How little of the core activity can a person  do and still 
claim to be an artist? The am ount the com poser contributes  
to the  m ateria l con ta ined  in the final work has varied greatly. 
Virtuoso perfo rm ers  from the  R enaissance through the nine
teenth  cen tury  embellished and  im provised on the score the 
com poser  provided (Dart, 1967, and  Reese, 1959), so it is not 
w ithout p receden t that con tem porary  com posers  p repare  
scores which give only the sketchiest directions to the per
form er (the counter-tendency , lo r com posers  to restrict the 
in terpre ta tive  freedom  of the perfo rm er by giving increas
ingly detailed directions, has until recently been m ore p ro m 
inent). John Cage and Karlheinz S tockhausen (Wormer, 
1973) are  regarded  as com posers  in the world of co n tem p o 
rary music, though  m any of their scores leave m uch  of the 
m aterial to be played to the decision of the player. Artists 
need not handle  the m ateria ls  from which the art work is 
m ade  to rem ain  artists; architects  seldom build w hat they 
design. The sam e practice raises questions, however, when 
sculp tors  construc t a piece by sending a set of specifications 
to a m ach ine  shop, and m any  people balk at aw ard ing  the 
title of artist to au tho rs  of conceptual works consisting of 
specifications never actually em bodied  in an artifact. Marcel 
D ucham p violated the ideology by insisting that he crea ted  a 
valid work of art w hen he signed a commercially  produced  
snowshovel or a reproduction  of the Mona Lisa on w hich  he 
had d raw n  a m ustache  (see figure 2), thus classifying Leo
nardo  as support  personnel along with the snowshovel's  de 
signer and m anufac tu re r .  O utrageous as that idea m ay seem, 
som eth ing  like it is s tan d a rd  in making collages, entirely 
construc ted  of o ther  people 's  work.

Another confusion arises w hen no one can tell which one



FIGURE 2. Marcel Duchamp, L.H.O.O.Q. When Marcel Du
champ drew a mustache on a commercial reproduction of the Mona 
Lisa and signed it, he turned Leonardo into one of his support per
sonnel. (Private collection. Photograph courtesy of the Philadelphia 
Museum of Art.)



or ones of the several people involved in the production of 
the w ork  have the special gift and  therefore the  right both to 
receive the credit for the work 's  u ltim ate  charac te r  and  to 
direct the activities of the others. Eliot Freidson (1970) has 
poin ted  out that in the cooperative activity of the medical 
world partic ipants  agree that the doc to r  has that special gift 
and  those special rights. But which of several m a jo r  kinds of 
partic ipan ts  in m aking a film occupies a similarly undisputed  
leading role? A uteur  theorists  insist that films be understood  
as the expression of a director 's  controlling vision, hobbled 
though  it m ay  have been by the constra in ts  imposed by 
s tudio  superiors  or the noncoopera tion  of actors. Others 
th ink  the writer, w hen  allowed, actually controls the film, 
while still o thers  think film is an actor 's  m edium . I d o n ’t 
suppose  anyone would argue tha t the production  audito r  or 
focus puller has a vision tha t informs the film, but Aljean 
H arm etz  (1977) m akes a good case that E. Y. H arbu rg  and 
H aro ld  Arlen, the people responsible for the m usic  of The 
W izard o f  Oz, provided tha t film’s continuity.

This problem  takes a special form in the question that 
arises over w he ther  we ought, in responding  to a w ork of art, 
to give som e special weight to the m aker 's  intentions, or 
w h e th e r  a n u m b er  of possible in terpre ta tions can be made, 
the m a k e r ’s not being especially privileged (Hirsch, 1979). 
We can  reph rase  this: do we conventionally recognize the 
a u th o r  as providing som eth ing  special in the m aking of the 
work, som eth ing  no one else could provide? If audience 
m em b ers  believe the a u th o r  h a s  done that, they will naturally  
defer  to his or her in tentions in their responses. But they m ay 
not th ink so; the  perfo rm ers  of and  listeners to jazz evidently 
do not th ink tha t the com posers  of jazz s tan d a rd s  m erit any 
special deference  with respect to how their  songs should be 
p l a y e d .  P a r t i c i p a n t s  in  t h e  m a k i n g  of a r t  works m a y  a g r e e  a s  
to whose in ten tions—a u th o r  s, in terpreter 's , or aud ience 's— 
take priority, in which case the issue creates no theoretical or 
practical difficulty. Those problem s arise w hen partic ipants  
disagree and  s tan d a rd  practice  produces  unresolvable  con
flict. The philosophical and  aesthetic  p rob lem  is thus solved 
by a sociological analysis; such  a solution does not, of course, 
solve the problem . It merely m akes it the object of study.
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Finally, because the artist 's  position as artist depends  on 
the p roduction  of art works which em body and  express his 
special talents and  gifts, partic ipants  in art worlds worry 
about the authentic ity  of art works. Did the artist supposed  
to have done this work really do it? Has anyone else in ter
fered with the original work, altered or edited it in some way 
so tha t w hat the artist in tended and  created is not w hat we 
now have before us? Did the artist, once the work was m ade, 
alter it in the light of subsequen t experience or criticism and, 
if so, what does that m ean  with respect to the artist 's  abili
ties? If we judge the artis t on the basis of the work, we m ust 
know w ho really did the work, and  therefore deserves the 
ju d g m e n t  we m ake  of its w orth  and  the w orth  of its maker. It 
is as though m aking art works is a competition, like a school 
test, and  we have to render  a fair judgm en t based  on all the 
facts. Because of this em phasis  on the work-person equation, 
entire scholarly disciplines devote themselves to establishing 
w ho actually painted  which paintings and  w hether  the 
paintings now exhibited under  the nam e of X  are actually X’s 
work, w hether  the scores we hear played were written by the 
person alleged to have w ritten  them, w hether the w ords in a 
novel were w ritten  by the person w hose nam e is on the title 
page or were plagiarized from som eone else w ho deserves 
the credit or blame.

W hy do these things m atter?  The work, after all, does not 
change if we learn tha t som eone  else did it; the plays are the 
sam e  words, w he ther  Shakespeare  or Bacon wrote them, 
a re n ’t they? Yes and  no. Borges’ (1962) story abou t Pierre 
M enard  stresses this ambiguity. Pierre M enard, he says, is a 
French w riter who, having w ritten  m any  conventional novels 
and  books, decides to write Don Quixote—not a retelling of 
the story, but the actual Don Quixote of Cervantes. After 
m uch work, he  has m an ag ed  to write two chap ters  and a 
fragm ent of a third. The w ords are identical to Cervantes'. 
But, Borges points out, Cervantes was writing in the lan 
guage of his time w hereas  M enard  is writing in an  archaic 
language which, furtherm ore , is not his native tongue. And 
so on. W ho writes the w ords and  when they are written affect 
ou r  judgm en t of w hat the w ork consists of and  therefore of
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w hat it reveals abou t the person who m ade  it. (For fu rther  
rem arks  on Borges' story, see Danto [1973], pp. 6-7.)

It m a tte rs  not only because we apprec ia te  and  judge the 
w ork differently, but also because ar t is ts ’ repu ta tions  are a 
su m  of the values we assign to the works they have produced. 
Each  work tha t can definitely be a ttr ibu ted  to Titian adds  to 
o r  sub trac ts  from  the total on the basis of which we decide 
how great an artist Titian was. That is why plagiarism evokes 
such violent reactions. It is not just property  that is being 
stolen, but the basis of a repu ta tion  as well.

The repu ta t ion  of the  artist and  the w ork reinforce one 
ano ther: we value m ore  a work done by an artist we respect, 
ju s t  as we respect m ore  an artis t whose work we have a d 
mired. W hen the distribution of art involves the exchange of 
m oney, repu ta tional value can be transla ted  into financial 
value, so tha t the decision tha t a well-known and  respected 
artist did not do a painting once a ttr ibu ted  to him m eans  that 
the painting loses value. M useum s and collectors have suf
fered severe financial losses as a result of such changes of 
a ttr ibution , and  scholars often find themselves under  consid
erable  p ressu re  not to withdraw' a ttr ibu tions  on the basis of 
which im portan t  investm ents  have been m a d e  (Wollheim, 
1975).

Trollope found the problem  of the im portance  of the a r t 
ist's n a m e  to the judgm en t of the w ork sufficiently in terest
ing to undertake  an experim ent:

From the commencement of my success as a writer . . .  I 
had always felt an injustice in literary affairs which had never 
afflicted me or even suggested itself to me while I was unsuc
cessful. It seemed to me that a name once earned carried with 
it too much favour. . . .  I felt that aspirants coming up below 
me might do work as good as mine, and probably much belter 
work, and yet fail to have it appreciated. In order to test this, 1 
determined to be such an aspirant myself, and to begin a 
course of novels anonymously, in order that I might see
whether I could obtain a second identity,—whether as I had•/ r

made one mark by such literary ability as I possessed, I might 
succeed in doing so again. (Trollope, 1947, pp. 169-70)

He wrote, and  published anonym ously , two stories, in which
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he tried to disguise both  his style and  his way of telling a
storv:

Once or twice I heard the [stories] mentioned by readers who 
did not know me to be the author, and always with praise; but 
[they] had no real success. . . . Blackwood [the publisher], 
who of course knew the author, was willing to publish them, 
trusting that works by an experienced writer would make 
their way, even without the writer's nam e.. . .  But he did not 
find the speculation answer, and declined a third attempt, 
though a third such tale was written for him. . . .  Of course 
there is not in this any evidence that I might not have suc
ceeded a second time as I succeeded before, had I gone on 
with the same dogged perseverance.. . .  Another ten years of 
unpaid unflagging labour might have built up a second repu
tation. But this at anv rate did seem clear to me, that with allV '

the increased advantages which practice in my art must have 
given me, I could not at once induce English readers to read 
what I gave to them, unless I gave it with my name. (Trollope, 
1947, pp. 171-72)

Trollope concluded:

It is a matter of course that in all things the public should trust 
to established reputation. It is as natural that a novel reader 
wanting novels should send to a library for those by George 
Eliot or Wilkie Collins, as that a lady when she wants a pie 
should go to Fortnum and Mason. Fortnum and Mason can 
only make themselves Fortnum and Mason by dint of time 
and good pies combined. If Titian were to send us a portrait 
from the other world . . .  it would be some time before the art 
critic of The Times would discover its value. We may sneer at 
the want of judgment thus displayed, but such slowness of 
judgment is human and has always existed. I say all this here 
because my thoughts on the matter have forced upon me the 
conviction that very much consideration is due to the bitter 
feelings of disappointed authors. (Trollope, 1947, p. 172)

COOPERATIVE LINKS

W hatever the artist, defined as the person who perfo rm s 
the  core activity w ithou t which the work would not be art,
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does not do m ust be done  by som eone else. The artist thus 
works in the cen te r  of a network of cooperating people, all of 
w hose work is essential to the final outcom e. W herever he 
depends  on others, a cooperative link exists. The people with 
w hom  he coopera tes  m ay share  in every particu lar his idea of 
how their work is to be done. This consensus is likely when 
everyone involved can perform  any of the necessary activ
ities so that, while a division of labor exists, no specialized 
functional groups develop. This m ight occur in simple co m 
m unally  shared  art form s like the square  dance  or in seg
m ents  of a society whose o rd inary  m em bers  are tra ined in 
artistic activities. Well-bred n ineteen th-cen tury  Americans, 
for instance, knew  enough music to perform  the parlor songs 
of S tephen  Foster, just as their  Renaissance coun terparts  
could perform  madrigals. In such cases, cooperation occurs 
simply and readily.

W hen specialized professional groups take over the per
form ance of the activities necessary to an art work 's  p ro du c
tion, however, their m em bers  develop specialized aesthetic,
financial, and  career  interests which differ substantially  fromr ■/

the artist's. Orchestral musicians, for instance, are notori
ously m ore concerned  with how they  sound in perform ance  
than  with the success of a particu lar work; with good reason, 
for their ow n success depends  in part on im pressing those 
w ho hire them  with their com petence  (Faulkner, 1973a, 
1973b). They m ay sabotage  a new work which can  m ake 
them  sound bad because of its difficulty, their career inter
ests lying at cross-purposes to the co m p o se r’s.

Aesthetic conflicts betw een support personnel and the a r t 
ist also occur. A scu lp tor I know was invited to use the 
services of a group of m aste r  lithographic printers. Knowing 
little of the technique of lithography, he was glad to have 
these m aster c ra f tsm en  do the actual printing, this division 
of labor being custom ary  and having generated  a highly 
specialized craft of printing. He drew  designs containing 
large areas of solid colors, thinking to simplify the prin ter 's  
job. Instead , he m ade  it m ore  difficult. W hen the prin ter rolls 
ink on to  the stone, a large a rea  will require  m ore than  one 
rolling to be fully inked and  m ay thus  exhibit roller marks.
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The printers, who prided  themselves on their craft, explained 
tha t they could print his designs, b u t  the areas  of solid color 
m ight cause difficulty with roller marks. He had not known 
abou t roller m arks  and  talked of using them  as part  of his 
design. The prin ters  said no, he could not do that, because 
roller m arks were an obvious sign (to o ther printers) of poor 
c raf tsm ansh ip  and they would no t allow a print exhibiting 
roller m arks  to leave their shop. His artistic curiosity fell 
victim to the printers ' craft s tandards , a neat exam ple  of how 
specialized support  groups develop their own s tan d a rd s  and 
interests (see Kase, 1973).

The artist was at the  p r in te rs ’ m ercy because he did not 
know how  to p rin t  lithographs himself. His experience ex
emplified the choice tha t  faces the artist at every cooperative 
link. He can do things as established groups of suppo rt  p e r
sonnel are p repared  to do them ; he can try to m ake those 
people do it his way; he can train o thers  to do it his way; or he 
can  do it himself. Any choice bu t the first requires an add i
tional investm ent of time an d  energy to do  w hat could be 
done less expensively if done the s tandard  way. The a r t is t’s 
involvem ent with and  dependence  on  cooperative links thus 
constrains the kind of art he can produce.

Similar exam ples can be found in any field of art. e e 
cum m ings had  trouble publishing his first book of poetry 
because prin ters  were afraid to set his bizarre layouts (Nor
man, 1958; see figure 3). Producing a motion picture  involves 
multiple difficulties of this kind: actors who will only be 
pho tographed  in flattering ways, writers who d o n ’t w ant 
a w ord changed, cam eram en  w ho will not use unfam iliar 
processes.

Artists often create  work which existing production  or 
exhibition facilities can no t accom m odate . Try this thought 
experim ent. Im agine that, as cu ra to r  of sculp ture  of an art 
m useum , you have invited a distinguished sculp tor to exhibit 
a new work. He arrives driving a flatbed truck, on which rests 
a giant construction  com bining  several pieces of large, 
heavy, industria l m ach inery  into an interesting and  pleasing 
shape. You find it moving, exciting. You ask him to take it 
a round  to the ’m useum  loading dock where the two of you 
discover tha t the door on the dock will not cidmit anyth ing
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FIGURE 3. e e cummings, “r-p-o-p-h-e-s-s-a-g-r. " e e cummings 
had trouble with both audiences and printers because his poetry re
quired them to do things in unaccustomed ways. (Reprinted from 
NO THANKS, poems by E. E. Cummings, with the permission 
of Liverighl Publishing Corporation. Copyright 1935 by E. E. Cum
mings. Copyright © 1968 by Marion Morehouse Cummings. Copyright 
© 1973, 1978 by Nancy T. Andrews. Copyright © 1973, 1978 by George 
James Firmage.)

taller than  fifteen feet; the scu lp tu re  is m uch larger than that. 
The sculp tor suggests rem oving the wall, but by now you 
have realized that, even if you got it into the m useum , it 
w ould  fall th rough  the floor into the basem ent;  it is a m u 
seum, not a factory, and  the building will not support so 
m uch  weight. Finally, disgruntled, he takes it away.

In the sam e way, com posers  write music which requires 
m ore  pe rfo rm ers  than  existing organizations can pay for. 
Playwrights write plays so long that audiences will not sit 
th rough  them . Novelists write books that com peten t readers 
find unintelligible, or that require  innovative printing tech 
niques pub lishers  are not equ ipped  for. These artists a re  not 
rebellious nuts; tha t is not the point. The point, rather, is that 
the scu lp tures  a lready  in your m u seu m  did go th rough  the
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door on the loading dock, and  did not fall th rough  the floor. 
Sculptors know the appropria te  weight and  dim ensions of a 
m useum  piece, and  w ork accordingly. B roadw ay plays are of 
a length audiences will sit through, and  the com positions 
sym phony orchestras  perform  require  no m ore  musicians 
than  the organization can pay.

W hen artists m ake w hat existing institutions cannot assim 
ilate, w hether  the limits be physical or conventional (the 
weight of scu lp ture  versus the length of plays), their works 
are not exhibited or perform ed. That is not because the 
m anagers  of those organizations are conservative fuddy- 
duddies, either, bu t because  their organizations are equ ipped  
to handle  s tan dard  fo rm ats  and  their resources will not p e r
mit the substan tia l expenditures  requ ired  to accom m odate  
no n s tan d a rd  items, or to sustain  the losses involved in p re 
senting work audiences will not support.

How do nons tan dard  works ever get exhibited, perform ed, 
or d istributed? I will go into this question later, and  here just 
m ention  that there  often exist subsidiary, nons tanda rd  dis
tribution channels  and  adven tu rous  en trep reneurs  and  au 
diences. The fo rm er provide m ethods  of distribution, the 
la tte r  take a chance  on the result. Schools often provide such 
an opportunity . They have space and  more-or-less free p e r
sonnel in their s tudents , and  thus can  m uste r  forces m ore 
com m ercia l p resen ta tions  could not afford: real crowds for 
crowd scenes, ou tlandish  assortm ents  of instrum entalists  
and  vocalists for m usical experim ents.

More artists ad ap t  to w hat existing institutions can handle. 
By accom m odating  their conceptions to available resources, 
conventional artis ts  accept the constra in ts  arising from their 
dependence  on the cooperation  of m em bers  of the existing 
cooperative network. W herever artists depend  on o thers  for 
som e necessary com ponent, they m ust either accept the 
constra in ts  they im pose or expend the time and  energy nec
essary to provide it som e o ther  way.

CONVENTIONS

Producing art works requires e labora te  cooperation 
am ong  specialized personnel. How  do they arrive at the
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te rm s on which they cooperate? They could, of course, d e 
cide everything afresh on each occasion. A group  of m usi
cians could discuss and agree on which sounds would be 
used as tonal resources, what ins trum ents  might be con
structed  to m ake  those sounds, how those sounds would be 
com bined  to create  a musical language, how the language 
w ould  be used to create  works of a particu la r  length requ ir
ing a given n u m b er  of ins trum ents  and  playable for aud i
ences of a certain  size recruited  in a certa in  way. Som ething  
like tha t  som etim es happens , for instance, in the creation of 
a new  theatrical group, although in most cases only a small 
n u m b er  of the questions to be decided  are actually consid 
ered anew.

People w ho coopera te  to p roduce  a work of art usually do 
not decide th ings afresh. Instead , they rely on earlier agree
m ents  now becom e custom ary , agreem ents  that have be
com e p a r t  of the conventional way of doing things in that art. 
Artistic conventions cover all the decisions that m ust be 
m ade  with respect to works produced , even though a partic 
ular convention m ay be revised for a given w^ork. Conven
tions dictate  the m aterials to be used, as when musicians 
agree to base their  m usic  on the notes contained in a set of 
m odes, o r  on the diatonic, pentatonic , or chrom atic  scales, 
with their associated harm onies. Conventions dictate the 
abstrac tions  to be used to convey particu lar  ideas or experi
ences, as when painters  use the laws of perspective to con
vey the  illusion of th ree  d im ensions or pho tographers  use 
black, white, and  shades  of gray to convey the interplay of 
light and  mass. Conventions d ictate  the form in which 
m ateria ls  and  abstrac tions  will be com bined, as in m us ic ’s 
sonata  form o r  poe try ’s sonnet. Conventions suggest the a p 
propria te  d im ensions of a work, the p roper  length of a per
form ance, the p roper  size and  shape of a painting or scu lp
ture. Conventions regulate  the relations betw een artists and 
audience, specifying the rights and  obligations of both.

H um anis tic  scholars—art historians, musicologists, and 
literary critics—have found the concept of the artistic con
vention useful in explaining artists' ability to m ake a rt  works 
which evoke an em otional response in audiences. By using 
such a conventional organization of tones as a scale, co m 
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posers can create  and  m anipu la te  listeners' expectations as 
to w hat sounds wall follow. They can  then  delay and frustrate  
the satisfaction of those expectations, generating  tension and 
release as the  expectation is ultimately satisfied (Meyer, 1956, 
1973; Cooper and  Meyer, 1960). Only because artist and  a u 
dience share  knowledge of and  experience with the conven
tions invoked does the art w ork produce  an  em otional effect. 
B arbara  H. Sm ith  (1968) has show n how poets m anipu late  
conventional m eans  em bodied  in poetic form s and diction to 
bring poem s to a clear and satisfying conclusion, in which 
the expectations p roduced  early in the lyric are s im ultane
ously and  satisfactorily resolved. E. H. G om brich  (1960) has 
analyzed the visual conventions artists use to create  for 
viewers the illusion tha t they are seeing a realistic depiction 
of som e aspect of the world  (see figure 4). In all these cases 
(and in o thers  like stage design, dance, and  film), the possi
bility of artistic experience arises from the existence of a 
body of conventions tha t artists and  audiences can refer to in 
m aking sense of the w ork.

Conventions m ake  art possible in ano ther  sense. Because 
decisions can be m ade  quickly, plans m ade  simply by refer
ring to a conventional w ay of doing things, artists can  devote 
m ore  time to actual work. Conventions m ake possible the 
easy and  efficient coordination  of activity am ong  artists and  
support  personnel. William Ivins (1953), for instance, shows 
how, by using a conventionalized schem e for rendering  
shadows, modeling, and  o ther eff ects, several graphic artists 
could collaborate  to p roduce  a single plate. The sam e con
ventions m ake it possible for viewers to read essentially a r 
bitrary m arks as shadow s and  modeling. Seen this w-ay, the 
concept of convention provides a point of con tac t betw een 
hum anis ts  and sociologists, being in terchangeable  with such 
familiar sociological ideas as norm , rule, shared  u n d e r 
standing, custom , or folkwav, all referring to the ideas and 
unders tand ings  people hold in com m on  and  th rough  which 
they effect cooperative activity. Burlesque com edians could 
stage e laborate  th ree-m an  skits w ithout rehearsal because  
they had  only to refer to a conventional body of skits they 
all knew, pick one, and  assign the parts. Dance musicians
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FIGURE 4. Three realistic drawings of a tree. The conventions 
of visual art make it possible for artists to render familiar objects in 
a shorthand knowledgeable viewers can read as realistic. These 
three ways of drawing the same tree (using conventions of the 
European sixteenth-century, European early twentieth-century', and 
classical Indian painting) are all easily understood as a tree. 
(Drawings by Nan Becker.)

who are total s trangers  can play all night with no m ore  pre- 
a rrangcm cnt than  to m ention  a title (“Sunny Side of the 
Street," in C) and count off four beats  to give the tem po; the 
title indicates a melody, its accom panying  harm ony, and 
pe rh aps  even custom ary  background  figures. The conven
tions of charac te r  and  dram atic  s tructure, in the one case, 
and  of melody, harm ony, and  tempo, in the other, are famil
iar enough tha t audiences have no difficulty responding 
appropriately .

Though standardized , conventions arc seldom rigid and  
unchanging. They do not specify an  inviolate set of rules 
everyone m ust refer to in settling questions of what to do. 
Even w here  the directions seem quite  specific, they leave 
m uch to be resolved bv reference to custom ary  m odes ofV w

in terpre ta tion  on the one hand and  by negotiation on the 
other. A tradition  of perform ance  practice, often codified in 
book form, tells perform ers  how to interpret the musical 
scores or d ram atic  scripts they perform . Seventeenth  cen
tury scores, for instance, contained relatively little in fo rm a
tion; but con tem porary  books explained how to deal with
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questions, unansw ered  in the score, of instrum entation , note 
values, extem porization, and the realization of em bellish
m ents and ornam ents . Perform ers read their music in the 
light of all these custom ary  styles of in terpreta tion  and  could 
thus  coordinate  their activities (Dart, 1967). The sam e thing 
occurs in the visual arts. Much of the content, symbolism, 
and coloring of Italian Renaissance religious painting was 
conventionally given; bu t a m ultitude of decisions rem ained 
for the artist, so tha t even within those strict conventions 
different works could be produced. Adhering to the conven
tional materials, however, allowed viewers to read m uch 
em otion  and  m eaning  into the picture. Even where cus tom 
ary in terpretations of conventions exist, having becom e 
conventions themselves, artists can agree to do things dif
ferently, negotiation m aking change possible.

Conventions place strong constra in ts  on the artist. They 
are particularly  constraining because they do not exist in 
isolation, but com e in complexly in terdependent systems, 
so that one small change m ay require a variety of o ther  
changes. A system of conventions gets em bodied  in equ ip 
ment, materials, training, available facilities and sites, sys
tems of notation, and  the like, all of which m ust be changed 
if any one com ponen t is (cf. Danto, 1980).

Consider w hat changing from the conventional Western 
chrom atic  musical scale of twelve tones to one including 
forty-two tones between the octaves entails. Such a change 
characterizes the com positions of H arry  Partch (1949). W est
ern musical ins trum ents  canno t p roduce  these m icrotones 
easily, and  som e canno t p roduce  them  at all, so conventional 
ins trum ents  m ust be reconstruc ted  or new instrum ents  m ust 
be invented and  built. Since the ins trum ents  are new, no one 
knows how  to play them, and  players m ust train themselves. 
Conventional W estern notation is inadequate  to score lorty- 
two-tone music, so a new notation m ust be devised, and 
players m ust learn to read  it. (Com parable resources can be 
taken  for g ran ted  by anyone who writes for the conventional 
twelve ch rom atic  tones.) Consequently, while music scored 
for twelve tones can be perfo rm ed  adequately  after relatively 
few hours  of rehearsal, forty-two-tone music requires m uch
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m ore  work, time, effort, and resources. Partch 's  m usic  was 
often perfo rm ed  in the following way: a university would 
invite him to spend  a year. In the fall, he would recruit a 
g roup  of interested students , who would build the instru 
m ents  (which he had  already invented) u n d e r  his direction. 
In the winter, they would learn to play the instrum ents  and 
read  the notation he had devised. In the spring, they would 
rehearse  several works and  finally would give a perfo r
m ance. Seven or eight m onths  of work finally would result in 
two hours of music, hours which could have  been filled 
with m ore  conventional m usic  after eight or ten hours of re
hearsal by trained sym phonic  m usicians playing the s ta n 
dard  repertoire. The difference in the resources required 
m easures  the strength  of the constrain t imposed by the con
ventional system.%/

Similarly, conventions specifying what a good photograph  
should look like em body  not only an aesthetic  m ore or less 
accepted  am ong  the people involved in the m aking of art 
pho tographs  (Rosenblum , 1978), but also the constrain ts  
built into the s tandard ized  equ ipm ent and  m aterials m ade 
by m ajo r  m anufac tu re rs .  Available lenses, cam era  bodies, 
shu tte r  speeds, apertures , films, and printing p ap er  all con
stitute a tiny fraction of the things that could  be m ade, a 
selection that can  be used together to p roduce  acceptable  
prints; with ingenuity they can also be used to p roduce  
effects their  purveyors did not have in mind. The obverse of 
the constrain t is the s tandard iza tion  and  dependability  of 
m ass-produced  m aterials  that pho tographers  prize; a roll of 
Kodak Tri-X film pu rchased  anyw here  in the world has a p 
proxim ately  the sam e characteris tics  and will p roduce  the 
sam e results  as any o ther roll.

The lim itations of conventional practice are not total. You
c a n  a l w a y s  d o  t h i n g s  d i f f e r e n t l y  if y o u  a r e  p r e p a r e d  to  p a y  
the price in increased effort o r  decreased circulation of your 
work. The experience of com poser Charles Ives exemplifies 
the latter possibility. He experim en ted  with polytonality and 
po lyrhy thm s early in the 1900s before they becam e part of 
the ord inary  perfo rm er s com petence. The New York players 
who tried to play his ch am b er  and  orchestra l m usic  told him
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tha t it was unplayable, that their ins trum ents  could not m ake 
those sounds, that the scores could not be played in any 
practical way. Ives finally accepted  their judgm ent,  but co n 
tinued to com pose  such music. W hat m akes his case in ter
esting is that, though  he was also bitter abou t it, he experi
enced this as a great liberation (Cowell and  Cowell, 1954). If 
no one could play his music, then he no longer had  to write 
what m usicians could play, no longer had  to accept the con
straints  im posed by the conventions tha t regulated coopera 
tion between con tem porary  com poser  and  player. Since his 
m usic  would not be played, he never needed to finish it; he 
was unwilling to confirm  John  K irkpatrick’s pioneer reading 
of the Concord Sonata  as a correct one because  that would 
m ean  he could no longer change it. Nor did he have to a c 
com m odate  his w riting to the practical constra in ts  of w hat 
could be financed by conventional means, and  so wrote his 
Fourth Sym phony  for th ree  orchestras. (That impracticality  
lessened with time; Leonard  Bernstein prem iered  the w ork  
in 1958, and  it has been played m any  times since.)

In general, breaking  with existing conventions and  their 
m anifesta tions  in social s truc tu re  and  material artifacts 
increases artists ' trouble and  decreases the circulation of 
their work, bu t a t the sam e time increases their  freedom  to 
choose unconventional alternatives and  to depart  su b s ta n 
tially from custom ary  practice. If tha t is true, we can  u n d e r 
s tand  any work as the p roduct of a choice betw een conven
tional ease and success and  unconventional trouble and  lack 
of recognition.

ART WORLDS

Art worlds consist of all the people w'hose activities are 
necessary to the production  of the characteristic  works 
which tha t  world, and  pe rhaps  o thers  as well, define as art. 
M em bers of art worlds coordinate  the activities by which 
w ork is p roduced  by referring to a body of conventional 
unders tand ings  em bodied  in com m on  practice and  in fre
quently  used artifacts. The sam e people often cooperate  re
peatedly, even routinely, in similar ways to p roduce  similar 
works, so that we can think of an art world as an  established
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netw ork of cooperative links am ong  partic ipants. If the sam e 
people do not actually act together in every instance, their 
rep lacem ents  are also fam iliar with and  proficient in the use 
of those conventions, so tha t coopera tion  can proceed w ith 
out difficulty. Conventions m ake collective activity simpler 
and less costly in time, energy, and  o th e r  resources; but they 
do not m ake unconventional w ork impossible, only more 
costly an d  difficult. Change can and  does occur w henever 
som eone devises a way to ga ther  the greater resources re
quired or reconceptualizes the work so it does not require 
wffiat is not available.

W orks of art, from this point of view, are not the p roducts  
of individual makers, “artists" w ho possess a rare  and  special 
gift. They arc, ra ther, joint p roducts  of all the  people who 
coopera te  via an art w orld ’s characteristic  conventions to 
bring works like that into existence. Artists arc som e s u b 
group of the  w orld ’s partic ipan ts  who, by com m on  agree
ment, possess a special gift, therefore  make a unique and 
indispensable  contribution  to the w'ork, and thereby m ake 
it art.

Art worlds do  not have boundaries  a round  them , so that 
we can  say tha t these people belong to a particu lar art world 
while those people do not. I am  not concerned with draw ing 
a line separa ting  an  art world from o ther par ts  of a society. 
Instead, we look for groups of people w ho cooperate  to p ro 
duce th ings tha t they, at least, call art; having found  them , we 
look for o ther  people who are also necessary  to tha t p ro d u c 
tion, gradually  building up as com plete  a picture  as we can of 
the entire  coopera ting  netw ork  tha t  rad ia tes  out from  the 
work in question. The world exists in the cooperative activity 
of those people, not as a s truc tu re  or organization, and  w>e 
use words like those only as sho rthand  for the notion of 
netw orks of people cooperating. For practical purposes, we 
usually  recognize tha t m any peop le ’s cooperation  is so peri
pheral and  relatively u n im p o rtan t  tha t we need not consider 
it, keeping in m ind that such  things change an d  w hat was 
un im portan t  today m ay  be crucial tom orrow  w hen events 
sudden ly  have m ade  that kind of cooperation  difficult to 
obtain.

Art worlds do not have clear boundaries  in ano ther  sense.
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To the sociologist s tudying art worlds, it is as clear as, but no 
clearer than, it is to the partic ipants  in them w hether partic 
u lar objects  or events are “really art"  or w hether  they are 
craft or com m ercial work, or pe rhaps  the expression of folk 
culture, or m aybe  just the em bodied  sym ptom s of a lunatic. 
Sociologists, however, can solve this problem  m ore  easily 
than  art world partic ipants. One im portan t facet of a socio
logical analysis of any social world is to see when, where, and 
how partic ipants  d raw  the lines tha t  distinguish w hat they 
w ant to be taken  as characteris tic  from w hat is not to be so 
taken. Art worlds typically devote considerable a tten tion  to 
trying to decide w hat is and isn’t art, w'hat is and  isn't their 
kind of art, and  who is and isn't an  artist; by observing how 
an a rt  world m akes those distinctions ra ther  than  trying to 
m ake  them  ourselves we can  u n d e rs tan d  m uch  of w hat goes 
on in that world. (See Christopherson, 1974a and b, for an 
exam ple of this process in art photography.)

In addition, art worlds typically have in tim ate  and  ex ten 
sive relations with the worlds from which they try to distin
guish themselves. They share  sources of supply with those 
o ther  worlds, recru it personnel from them , adop t ideas that 
originate in them , and  com pete  with them  for audiences and  
financial support. In som e sense, art worlds and  worlds of 
com m ercial, craft, and  folk art a re  parts  of a larger social 
organization. So, even though  everyone involved u n d e r
s tands  and  respects the distinctions which keep them sepa 
rate, a sociological analysis should take account of how they 
are not so separa te  after all.

Furtherm ore , art worlds provoke some of their m em bers  
to create  innovations they then  will not accept. Some of these 
innovations develop small worlds of their own; som e rem ain  
do rm an t and  then  find acceptance  from a larger art world 
years o r  generations later; som e rem ain magnificent curios
ities of little m ore  than  an tiquar ian  interest. These fates 
reflect bo th  the judgm en ts  of artistic quality m ade  by co n 
tem porary  a rt  worlds and  the perhaps  chance  operations  of a 
variety of o ther  factors.

The basic unit of analysis, then, is an art world. Both the 
"artness"  and  the "w orldness" are problem atic, because  the
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work that furnishes the starting point for the  investigation 
m ay be p roduced  in a variety of coopera ting  netw orks and  
u n d e r  a variety of definitions. Som e networks are large, 
com plicated, and  specifically devoted to the production  of 
works of the kind we are investigating as their  main activity. 
Sm aller ones m ay  have only a few of the specialized person 
nel characteristic  of the larger, m ore  e laborate  ones. In the 
limiting case, the world consists only of the person m aking 
the work, w ho relies on m aterials  and  o ther resources p ro 
vided by o thers  w ho  neither intend to coopera te  in the p ro 
duction  of tha t  work nor know  they are doing so. Typewriter 
m anufac tu re rs  partic ipate  in the small worlds of many 
would-be novelists who have no connection  with the m ore 
conventionally  defined literary world.

In the sam e way, the cooperative activity m ay be carried 
on e ither in the nam e of art or under  some o ther definition, 
even though in the  la tter case the products  might seem to us 
to resem ble  those m ade  as art. Because “art"  is an honorific 
title and being able to call w hat you do by that nam e  has 
some advantages, people often w ant what they do to be so 
labeled. Just as often, people do not care  w hether w hat they 
do is art or not (as in the case of m any  household or folk 
a r ts—cake decorating, em broidery , or folk dancing, for in
stance) and  find it ne ither dem ean ing  nor interesting that 
their  activities are not recognized as a rt  by people who do 
care abou t such  things. Som e m em bers  of a society can con
trol the application of the honorific term  art, so not every
one is in a position to have the advantages  associated with 
it, if he w ants  them.

For all these reasons, it is not clear w hat to include in an 
analysis of art worlds and  w hat to leave out. To limit the 
analysis to w hat a society currently  defines as art leaves out 
too m uch tha t is interesting: all the marginal cases in which 
people seek but are denied the nam e, as well as those in 
which people do w ork that ou ts ide  observers can see might 
m eet the definition but whose m akers  are not interested in 
that possibility. That would allow the process of definition by 
m em bers  of the society, which ought properly  to be the 
sub jec t of ou r  study, to set its terms. On the o ther hand, to
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s tudy everything that m ight meet a society's definition of art 
includes too m uch. Almost anyth ing  might meet such a def
inition, if vve applied it ingeniously enough. I have not ac 
cepted s tandard  definitions of art in the analysis to come. I 
have also not included everything, sticking to the marginal 
cases in which the label is in dispute or people do som ething 
tha t seem s to have a substan tia l resem blance  to things called 
'‘a r t ,” so tha t the process of definition comes into focus as a 
m ajo r  problem.

As a result, I have given m uch  attention to w ork not con
ventionally thought to have artistic value or im portance. I 
have been interested in "Sunday  painters" an d  quilt m akers  
as well as in conventionally recognized fine art pain ters  and 
sculptors, in rock-and-roll m usicians as well as in concert 
players, in the am ateu rs  not good enough to be either as well 
as in the professionals who are. In doing so, 1 hope to let the 
problem atic  charac te r  of both  "artness"  and  "w orldness" 
perm eate  the  analysis, and  avoid taking too seriously the 
s tanda rds  of those who m ake the conventional definitions of 
art for a society.

Though art worlds do not have sharp  boundaries, they do 
vary in the degree to which they are independent, operating 
in relative freedom  from interference by o ther organized 
groups in their  society. Put ano ther  way, the people who 
cooperate  in the work being studied  may be free to organize 
their activity in the nam e of art, as is the case in m any  
con tem porary  W estern societies, w hether they m ake use of 
tha t possibility or not. They may, however, find that they 
m ust take into account o ther interests represented  by groups 
organized around  o ther  definitions. The state m ay exercise 
such control over o ther  areas of society that m a jo r  partici
pants  in the m aking of art works orient themselves primarily 
to the concerns of the state  ap p ara tu s  ra ther  than  to the 
concerns  of people who define them selves as interested in 
art. Theocratic  societies m ay organize the  m aking of w hat 
we, from the perspective of ou r  society, would recognize as 
works of art as an  ad junc t of activity defined in religious 
terms. In frontier societies subsistence m ay be so p rob lem 
atic tha t  activities which do not contribu te  directly to the
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production  of food or o ther necessities m ay  be seen as u n 
affordable luxuries, so that w ork we might define, from  a 
con tem porary  vantage point, as art gets done in the n am e  of 
household  necessity. W hat cannot be justified that way is not 
done. Before people can organize themselves as a world 
explicitly justified by m aking  objects  or events delined as art, 
they need sufficient political and econom ic freedom  to do 
that, and  not all societies provide it.

This point needs em phasis , because so m any  writers on 
w hat is ordinarily described as the sociology of art treat art as 
relatively au tonom ous, free from the kinds of organizational 
constra in ts  that su rround  o ther  form s of collective activity. I 
have not considered those theories here because they deal 
essentially with philosophical questions quite different from 
the m u n d an e  social organizational p rob lem s with which I 
have concerned  myself (see Donow, 1979). Insofar as w hat I 
have to say questions the assum ption  of freedom  from 
economic, political, and organizational constraint, it neces
sarily implies a criticism of analytic styles based on it.
. Art worlds p roduce  works and  also give them aesthetic 

value. This book does not itself m ake aesthetic  judgm ents , as 
the preceding rem arks  suggest. Instead it treats  aesthetic 
judgm en ts  as characteris tic  phenom ena  of collective activ
ity. From this point of view, the interaction of all the involved 
parties p roduces  a shared  sense of the worth  of w hat they 
collectively produce. Their m u tua l  appreciation  of the con
ventions they share, and the support  they m utually  afford 
one another, convince them  that w hat they are doing is worth 
doing. If they act u n d e r  the definition of "art,"  their  in terac
tion convinces them  that w hat they produce  are valid works 
of art.
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Consider this note: W eet , middle C, do. It is the first note 
o f  a  m e l o d y  I h a v e  in  m i n d .  S o l v e  t h i s  p r o b l e m :  W h a t  is  t h e  
second note? __

Som e people will guess - - —- , D above middle C, re. 
O thers will say it is =—̂  ~ , E above middle C, mi. O thers will 
be suspicious, th inking I have som ething  trickier in mind, 
and try C-sharp or, seeing tha t there is no  necessity for my 
melody to move up, B below the staff. In fact, of course, the 
problem  is not soluble; you do not have enough inform ation. 
It m ight be any of those or any o ther note of the chrom atic  
scale.

Suppose  I give you ano ther  clue, the second note o f  the 
melody. It is the first one guessed, D above middle C. W hat is 
the th ird  note? Most people will now, with m uch  m ore  as
surance, guess E, mi. Or suppose  the second note isn't D, it’s 
E. Then m ost people will know' tha t the  third note is G, sol. In 
ne ither case can  they  be 100 percen t sure, but they feel that 
the probability  of being right is certainly m uch  grea te r  than  
in the first case.

W hy is the original question so difficult? Why is it so m uch  
easier to answ er w hen you know two notes instead of one?

40
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The answ er is interesting not because it is ha rd  to get, but 
because  it leads to an  unders tand ing  of the social o rgan iza
tion of a rt  worlds.

I t  is easier to tell the third note w hen  you know the first 
two because once you know two notes you can guess at a 
pa ttern , som eth ing  tha t is im possible if you know only one 
note. If the first two notes are 0 , C-D, the suggested
pa tte rn  is the diatonic scale, do-re-mi-fa , etc., and  the likely 
cand ida te  for the third note is mi, the third note of the scale, 
following the first two “ logically.” In the sam e way, if the first 
two notes are —:~  V  - ,  C-E, do-m i , the pa ttern  suggested is 
the m a jo r  triad, C-E-G, do-mi-sol, and  the likely candida te  for 
the third note is sol, the third note of the triad, following the 
first two with equal “log ic /’ We can answ er the question  be
cause we have identified a pa ttern  which, if continued, gives 
us the missing note. (See Meyer, 1973.)

How do we know the pattern?  That takes us out of the 
realm  of gestalt psychology and  into the operations of art 
w orlds and  social worlds generally, for it is a question  abou t 
the distribution of knowledge, and  that is a fact of social 
organization. We know these pa tte rns—the diatonic scale 
and the m ajo r  triad—because anyone who has grown up in 
any W estern country, lived as a child there, and, especially, 
gone to its schools, will know them. From  our  earliest days in 
a culture  which uses such  scales and  harm onies, we hear 
songs—lullabies, nursery  rhym es, and, later, popu lar  songs of 
all k inds—based on these ubiquitous conventional building 
blocks of W estern music. W hen we en ter  school, we learn the 
nam es of those notes (in the conventional do-re-mi notation 
and in conventional notation on the staff, with the letter 
nam es  C, D, E, and  so forth), and  learn to sing them  on cue 
w hen we see the notes.

We can answ er the question, then, because we learned the 
m ateria ls  needed  to solve the problem  years ago. Any co m 
petent m em b er  of a W estern society could answ er the ques
tion, having learned the sam e m aterials as a child. (That is 
why I have dared  to use a musical exam ple in a book in
tended  for nonm usicians.) People who grew up in a com 
pletely different musical tradition  might not unders tand  the
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question, and would not know  the answ er if they did, never 
having learned the conventions necessary for the p ro b lem ’s 
solution.

We have a lready  seen how conventions provide the basis 
on which art world partic ipants  can act together efficiently 
to p roduce  works characteristic  of those worlds. Different 
groups of partic ipants  know different parts  of the  total body 
of conventions used  by an art world, ordinarily w hat they 
need to know to facilitate the portion of the collective action 
in which they take part.

Every art world uses, to organize som e of the cooperation  
between som e of its partic ipants, conventions know n to all or 
alm ost all well-socialized m em bers  of the society in which it 
exists. Som etim es an  art world uses m aterials deeply e m 
bedded in the culture  quite  apar t  from the history of tha t  art 
m edium , as when classical ballet relies on our conventional
ized unders tand ing  of the roles of m en and  w om en and  the 
charac te r  of rom antic  a t tachm en ts  between them  as the 
skeleton on which to construct a series of dances in which the 
m an  supports  the w om an, woos her, is spurned , and  even
tually wins her (see figure 5). The dances have w hatever 
m odicum  of plot they contain  because we a lready know 
alm ost all of the story, having acquired  it m uch  as we learned 
clo-re-mi, and  need only the barest cues to inject the rest of 
the d ra m a  into the action we see.

Som etim es the a rt  world relies on conventions of the  art 
itself, b u t  ones which everyone has experienced so early and 
so often tha t they are as m uch  part  of the culture as the sex 
roles ballet depends  on for its sense. Im agine that you have 
been w atching a feature  film for ninety m inutes  and you now 
see one of the chief characters  slowly walk away from the 
cam era  while the  cam era  sim ultaneously  pulls farther and  
fa r ther  back. W hat is happening? The film has ended, and 
people in the th ea te r  are getting up, throwing away their 
popcorn  boxes, and  putting  on their coats as they p repare  to 
leave. Freeze fram es and  swelling music similarly indicate 
the ending in a conventional way.

The conventions of stick-figure draw ing m ake use of the 
com m onsense  knowledge we all have of w ha t constitu te  the



FIGURE 5. Jim Sohm and Diana Weber in the San Francisco 
Ballet production of Prokofiev's Romeo and Juliet. Classical ballet 
relies on our conventionalized understanding of the roles of men 
and women and the character of romantic attachments between 
them to provide much o f the dances' sketchy stories. (Photo courtesy 
of the San Francisco Ballet.)
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FIGURE 6. Conventional symbols for men s and women s toilets. 
Conventional understandings of human anatomy, clothing, and 
stick-figure drawing make it possible to use these signs to mark 
men s and women s toilets so that no one will make a mistake.

essential portions of the h u m an  ana tom y for pictorial p u r 
poses. We add  ou r  conventional unders tand ing  of m e n ’s and  
w o m e n ’s clothing to create, for instance, signs for m en 's  and  
w om en 's  toilets in public places, assum ing tha t anyone will 
u n d e rs tan d  them  well enough not to go into the w rong room  
(see figure 6).

Verbal a rt  form s use a m ixture of conventions which are 
part  of the culture, independen t of the art m edium  itself, and 
conventions of the a rt  so well know n tha t they are also part 
of the culture  every well-socialized person knows. Poetry and  
o ther  verbal arts  rely heavily on the associative and  evocative 
m aterials  em bedded  in language as it is used in ord inary  
speech as well as in literature. Phonem es take on, in the 
developm ent of a language, m eanings signaled by their 
sounds, just because  so m any  w ords in a given m eaning  
family already use those sounds. Thus, in English the initial 
sound  gl- has  a connota tion  of phen om en a  of light; m any
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w ords describing such phenom ena  begin that way: gleam, 
glow, glitter, glint, glare, and so on. (All words beginning this 
way need not have the connota tion  for the point to s tand; 
glide and gland  have the beginning, but no connotation of 
light. Nevertheless, English speakers  ordinarily hear the no 
tion of light in tha t family of initial sounds.) Similarly, words 
ending in -um p  connote  aw kw ardness  and heaviness: d u m p , 
bum p, rump, lump, stump, grum p , and so on (Bollinger, 1950). 
Poets control the feel of a passage in part  by controlling the 
way these “m eaningfu l” sounds en ter  into it, adding to or 
modifying the m ore overtly expressed meanings. We can see 
the point clearly enough in invented words (“ T w a s  brillig, 
and  the  slithy tovcs”—think abou t brillig and siithy and  what 
we unders tand  by them). We can create  a hum orous  effect by 
com bining sounds  with contrad ictory  connotations: glump, 
for instance, suggests a heavy, aw kw ard  phenom enon  of 
light. The co m p u te r  slang w ord glitch gets its effect this way.

Poetry and  o ther  forms of literature also use devices that 
gained their  effect th rough  the developm ent of the m edium . 
Smith (1968) has analyzed a large variety of such devices 
which p roduce  a feeling of finality and closure in a poem. 
Som e form s end in a characteris tic  way; we know a sonnet 
has ended  w hen we finish fourteen lines, rhym ed  in a partic
ular way. Less formal custom ary  p rocedures  p roduce  the 
sam e effect of closure. The topic the poem  treats  may be 
dealt with in som e w ay tha t seem s definitive. The last line or 
tw o m ay  com plete  som e argum en t or witticism. The last lines 
m ay be mostly or entirely monosyllabic, or use w ords which 
themselves refer to ending in one form  or another: last, 
finished, end, rest, peace, or no more, or such ending-related 
events as sleep, death , or winter. Experienced readers of 
poetry  m ay  not identify the elem ents consciously, but re
spond to them  as closural.

Music uses m any  technical devices sufficiently well known 
to all well-socialized m em bers  of a society to be usable re-

w

sources for artists. Com posers can, for instance, take for 
g ran ted  that audiences will und e rs tan d  and  respond, as ex
pected, to a m inor key as “s a d ” or to certain  rhythm  pa tte rns  
as “ Latin Am erican.”
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Conventions know n to all well-socialized m em bers  of a 
society m ake  possible som e of the most basic and  im portan t 
form s of cooperation  characteris tic  of an  art world. Most 
im portant, they allow people who have little or no form al 
acqua in tance  with or training in the art to partic ipate  as 
audience m em b ers—to listen to music, read  books, a ttend  
films or plays, and  get som ething  from them. Knowledge of 
these conventions defines the outer perim eter  of an  art 
world, indicating potential audience m em bers, of w hom  no 
special knowledge can be expected. Art form s designed to 
reach  the m ax im um  n u m b e r  of people in a society take m ost 
advantage  of these resources. Som e—popular  television 
shows, for ins tance—do tha t in an  established way. Others 
use these resources m ore  unconventionally  in an a t tem p t  to 
reach a large num ber, as with political street theater. One of 
the classic s treet-theater pieces of the anti-Vietnam W ar 
m ovem ent consisted of a group of m en dressed as U.S. sol
diers, carrying rifles, who chased som eone dressed as a civil
ian V ietnam ese w om an  down a crow ded New York street, 
caught her, and  shot her; w hen  the expected crowd gathered, 
the group began a discussion of the political m eaning  of the 
war. The crow d gathered  because w hat they saw was im m e
diately intelligible, m aking use as it did of m aterials know n to 
any adult living in the country  at tha t time.

Som e nonartis tic  knowledge available to only a segm ent of 
the popula tion  can serve as the basis for a r t  works a im ed  at 
tha t  segment. Books and  films in tended for adults  can a s 
sum e knowledge of som e m atte rs  children do not know; 
children then  have difficulty responding  to works adults 
und e rs tan d  immediately. Baxandall gives the exam ple  of 
fifteenth-century Italian m erchants , who learned, as training 
for business, geometrical m ethods for gauging quantities of 
goods and  form ulas  for m anipula ting  ratios and  proportions, 
the sam e devices pa in ters  used to analyze solid form s pic- 
toriallv. Businessm en, who were am ong  the people who paid 
for paintings, thus  knew how to appreciate  w hat painters 
were doing visually; they knew m athem atics  and:

used it in important matters more often than we do, played
games and told jokes with it, bought luxurious books about it,
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and prided themselves on their prowess in i t . . . .  this speciali
zation constituted a disposition to address visual experience, 
in or out of pictures, in special ways: to attend to the structure 
of complex forms as combinations of regular geometric 
bodies and as intervals comprehensible in series. Because 
they were practiced in manipulating ratios and in analysing 
the volume or surface of compound bodies, they were sensi
tive to pictures carrying the marks of similar processes. . . . 
The status of these skills in his society was an encouragement 
to the painter to assert them playfully in his pictures. . . .  he 
did. (Baxandall, 1972. pp. 101-2)

Som e knowledge com m on  to everyone is thought to be too 
vulgar to be used as the basis of an art work. Mikail Bakhtin 
(1968) suggests that Rabelais' great contribution  to literature 
was to bring the language of the m arketp lace—bawdy, vul
gar, and  irreverent—into art, and thus to help topple the 
constraining styles of thought, along with the social s truc
tures, of feudalism. He argues that m ost art is inevitably, by 
virtue of its sponsorship  by the  people who control the 
society, couched in a serious and  official language which 
takes at face value official claims to authority. Beneath this, 
however, runs an irreverent, gross stream  of folk culture 
mocking w hat is officially serious, degrading it with scatol- 
ogy, b lasphem y, and erotic hum or. T ha t folk culture, e m 
bodied in the talk and  practice of the m arketp lace  and the 
popular  fairs, persisted through the Middle Ages, even 
though it found alm ost no place in the official, religious art of 
the time. As the feudal o rder  cam e to an  end, the images and 
language of the folk culture  increasingly found a place in 
literature, cu lm inating  in Rabelais' baw dy book.

Other conventions arise in the art world itself and  are 
known only to people who have some dealings with it. We 
generally recognize the distinction H um e m ade in his dis
cussion of the s tan d a rd  of taste (1854 [1752]) when he re
m arked  that while w hat m ade  art great was a m a tte r  of 
opinion, som e opinions were be tter  than  o thers  because their 
holders had m ore  experience of the works and genres in 
question  and  so could m ake liner and  m ore justifiable dis
criminations. They had  a greater aw areness of the conven
tions that inform ed the m aking of those works, gained by
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their m ore  continuous presence in the audience for them. 
Som eone who has  seen m any  productions of the sam e 
play, by different com panies  and  in different theaters, with 
different costum es, scenery, and  lights, d irected  differently, 
em bodying  different in terpretations, has  a m ore  com plete  
aw areness  of w hat the conventional designations in the 
script m ake  possible, as well as of w hat scripts like it m ake 
possible.

This knowledge distinguishes the occasional m em b er  of 
the audience from the steady patron, the serious listener or 
reader  whose a tten tion  artists hope for, because  tha t serious 
reader will unders tand  m ost fully what they have put into the 
work. Knowing the conventions of the form, serious a u 
dience m em bers  can  collaborate  m ore  fully with artists in the 
jo in t effort which p roduces  the work each time it is experi
enced. Further, steady pa trons  of art events—those who a t 
tend perfo rm ances  and  exhibitions or those who read serious 
literature—provide a solid basis of support for those events 
and objects  and for the activity tha t produces them . Such 
serious and  experienced audience m em b ers  belong to the art 
world, m ore  or less p e rm an en t  parties to the cooperative 
activity tha t m akes it up.

W hat do these people know that differentiates them  from 
those who respond  simply as well-socialized m em bers  of the 
society? The list includes such  things as: the history of a t
tem pts  to m ake  similar works in tha t  m edium  or genre; 
characteristic  features of different styles and  periods in the 
history of the art; the merits  of different positions on key 
issues in the history, developm ent, and  practice of the art; an 
acqua in tance  with various versions of the sam e work; and 
the ability to respond em otionally  and  cognitively to the 
m anipu la tion  of s tan d a rd  elem ents in the vocabulary  of the 
m edium . It p robably  also includes gossip of the art world, 
both contemporary ' and  past, items of interest abou t the 
persona l affairs of partic ipan ts  in tha t world, independen t of 
their works; w hether such m aterial is relevant to an u n d e r
s tanding  of those works is perennially  debated .

W hat serious aud ience  m em bers  know about an  art often 
conflicts, because of innovative changes, with w hat well-
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FIGURE 7. Oberlin Dance Collective performing Format III. 
Contemporary dance makes use of movements—stumbling and 
falling, for instance—that classical ballet (and classical ballet au
diences) define as mistakes. (Photograph courtesy of the Oberlin 
Dance Collective.)

socialized m em bers  of the society know. Manv arts  have a 
lengthy tradition  of formalization, in which they stylize the 
m ateria ls  they use, divorcing them  from the things people do 
and  the objects  they m ake  in “real life.” Artistic innovators 
frequently  try to avoid w hat they regard  as the excessive 
form alism , sterility, and  herm etic ism  of their m edium  by 
exploiting the actions and  objects  of everyday life. Choreog
raphers  like Paul Taylor and  B renda W ay use running, 
jum ping , and  falling down as conventionalized dance  m ove
ments, instead of the m ore  formal m ovem ents  of classical 
ballet, or even of traditional m odern  dance  (see figure 7).
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Photographers  Robert Frank, Lee Friedlander, and  Gary 
W inogrand  use the cut-off heads, tilted frame, and banal 
everyday subject m a tte r  of the a m a te u r  snapshot to replace 
the conventional form alism s of art photography. Com posers 
Terry Riley and  Philip Glass use the simple repetition of 
children 's  m usic  to replace the complex melodic and  h a r 
monic developm ents of m ore  traditional serious music. In all 
these  cases, however, less involved audiences look precisely 
for the conventional formal elem ents the innovators  replace 
to distinguish art from nonart. They do not go to the ballet to 
see people run, jum p , and  fall down; they can see that any
where. They go instead to see people do the difficult and  
esoteric formal m ovem ents  tha t signify “real dancing .” The 
ability to see o rd inary  material as art m ateria l—to see that the 
running, jum ping , and falling down arc not just that, but 
are the elem ents of a different language of the m ed ium — 
thus distinguishes serious audience m em bers  from the well- 
socialized m em b er  of the culture, the  irony being that these 
m aterials  arc perfectly well know n to the latter, a lthough not 
as art materials.

Serious aud ience  m em bers, however, do not know all the 
things that o ther  m ore  professionalized partic ipants  in art 
worlds know. They know no m ore  than  they need to know  to 
play their part  in the  cooperative activity, which is to u n d e r
stand, appreciate , and  suppo rt  the activities of those called 
artists in that world.

The distribution of conventional knowledge changes. 
W hat everyone once knew can cease to be part of the  equ ip 
m ent of an ordinary, well-socialized m em ber of society and 
becom e som eth ing  tha t only better-prepared , m ore  serious 
partic ipan ts  in art activities know. Baxandall (1972) shows 
how the  details of the religious stories which provided the 
texts for R enaissance Italian paintings were com m on  knowl
edge to the o rd inary  citizen an d  churchgoer w hen they were 
painted. Painters could count on their audience u n d e rs tan d 
ing, from small conventional signs, w ha t phase of the An
nunciation story was depicted  in a painting (see figure 8), and 
experiencing it accordingly. That kind of Christian knowl
edge is now restricted to serious s tuden ts  of the m edium .



FIGURE 8. Master of the Barberini Panels, Annunciation: Reflec
tion. Painters of the Italian Renaissance used conventional signs to 
indicate which phase of the story of the Annunciation they were 
picturing. This picture shows the moment of “Reflection ” (Cogita- 
tio), in which the Virgin, disquieted by the Angel Gabriel's salutation 
(“Blessed art thou among women ’’), reflects on what the angel may 
have to tell her. (Photograph courtesy of the National Gallery of Art, 
Washington, D.C., Samuel H. Kress Collection.) (See Baxandall,
1972, 49-56.)
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Bakhtin (1968) points out that few people can read  Rabelais 
today, finding him disgusting on the one hand  and  boring on 
the other, because we have lost touch with the folk culture 
which alone could m ake one feel and  see the h u m o r  (and 
thus  the political message) of the work. Conversely, w hat is at 
first know n only to a small circle of innovators  and  aficiona
dos can, like the ability to experience atonal music, sp read  to 
w ider and  w ider circles with time.

A nother group overlaps with the serious audience m e m 
bers: s tuden ts  of the arts. Professions which have m ore or 
less formal training p rogram s m ay lose some proportion 
of their tra inees during the training period and  some further  
fraction a fter  the novices begin to practice. Not all tra ined  
physicians practice medicine, and a much larger proportion  
of Americans trained in law never practice. The proportion  
of trainees who never practice  varies greatly between occu
pations, as well as betw een countries.

In the present-day United States, enorm ous num bers  
of people s tudy the arts seriously and semiseriously, ta k 
ing courses, practicing difficult disciplines, devoting large 
am oun ts  of time and  o ther  resources, often m aking s u b 
stantial sacrifices and  requiring them  of their families and 
friends as well. Few of them  ever becom e full-time profes
sional artists. No art has sufficient resources to  support 
econom ically  or give sym pathetic  a tten tion  to all or any su b 
stantial p roportion  of those trainees in the way custom ary  
in the art worlds for which they are  being trained. This is an 
im portan t proviso. If the arts  were organized differently— 
less professional, less star-oriented, less centralized—that 
support  might be available. The problem s arise when th o u 
sands of s tuden ts  hope to  becom e Broadw ay stars, p rem ier 
ballerinas in a m a jo r  com pany, or w inners of the Nobel Prize 
in literature. But the arts  m ight be, and  have at times been, 
organized so that these were not the available or reasonable  
goals to aim at.

Nevertheless, large nu m b ers  train for careers in the arts; 
even m ore begin such training w ithout com pleting it, not 
necessarily because  they do not still desire such careers  but 
because they believe tha t formal training is neither necessary
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nor desirable for such a career. They m ay be right. Theodore 
Hoffm an (1973) argues that few successful commercial ac 
tors com e from the hordes of s tuden ts  who graduate  from 
d ram a  p rog ram s every year. He also suggests that these 
trained and  sem itra ined  people are im portant to the econ
om y of the art world, providing the backbone of support for 
the com m ercia l thea te r  (and especially its avant-garde seg
ment) in New York. As m uch as 15 percent of all theater  
tickets sold in New York are  sold to people studying d ram a  at 
the time; they are especially likely to support  experim ental 
w orks which would have trouble a ttrac ting  the general p u b 
lic, less a ttuned  to the conventions of new work.

Those who have received training and  now  do som ething 
else m ay be an  additional, substan tia l portion of the public 
for any art form. The audience for ballet, and  especially for 
m odern  dance, p robab ly  consists in large part  of dancers, 
dancers-in-training, and  people who once studied dance. 
Look at the aud ience  at any dance  event. No equivalent 
sam ple  of theater- or concertgoers displays such erect c a r 
riage, such  self-conscious p lacem ent of feet and  legs, such 
well-m aintained bodies.

Similarly, the thousands  of people who study pho tography  
every year p roduce  few professional photographers, people 
who m ake  a living from the practice of photography. Nor do 
they  p roduce  m any  art pho tographers  (the distinction is nec
essary because  m any serious, contribu ting  m em bers  of the 
pho tograph ic  art world do not ea rn  a living in it, and  even 
those w ho do usually  m anage  by teaching and  lecturing 
ra ther  than  bv selling photographs). But these people buy 
photograph ic  books, take classes and workshops, and a ttend  
lectures, providing m ost of the econom ic base for the world 
of art photography. In addition, they provide a large part  of 
the ed u ca ted  audience to w hom  photographic  artists can 
address  their work with som e hope of being understood. 
H ans  H aacke 's  polls of con tem porary  gallerygoers show that 
betw een 40 and  60 percent are e ither artists or art students, 
s tuden ts  constitu ting  between 10 and 15 percent (Haacke, 
1976, pp. 17,42).

W hat conventions do these people know and  respond to?
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W hat part  can they therefore  play in the pa tte rned  coopera 
tion tha t m akes up  an art world? In addition to w hat well- 
socialized m em bers  of the societv and  serious audience 
m em bers  know, this inner circle of the audience knows the 
technical p roblem s of the craft and the difficult problems, 
distinguishable from those of technique and craft, of utiliz
ing technical m eans  and  abilities to provoke an em otional 
and  aesthetic  response from an audience. Having been on 
the o ther  side of the line tha t  separates perform ers and  
creators  from consum ers, as those roles are conventionally 
distinguished, they can respond to the work with a fuller 
unders tand ing  of w hat has been a ttem pted  and  how even a 
failure m ight be interesting. They are the m ost u n d e rs tan d 
ing and  forgiving audience, on w hom  the riskiest experi
m ents  m ay be a ttem pted .

The three g roups  so far distinguished all partic ipate  in the 
art world primarily as consum ers  of art works, pu rchasers  of 
ob jects and  books, and  audiences at perform ances, and  sec
ondarily as s tuden ts  and  trainees of varying seriousness. 
They provide the m ateria l support  of m oney spent and  the 
aesthetic support of unders tand ing  and  response. The three 
groups are related. The innerm ost circle, present and  ex
students , serves as a distant, early-warning system for less 
advanced  audience segments. They will risk more, m ake  a 
g rea te r  effort to learn  new conventions proposed by innova
tors, experience a higher n u m b er  of failures and  disasters, 
and  w aste  m ore  time on experiences that turn  out to be of no 
interest. They provide both  kinds of support for the w idest 
variety of a t tem p ts  th e  art world spawns, and  thus encourage 
experim entation . They also help less adven tu rous  audience 
segm ents catch  up with new er developm ents by weeding out 
the  grossest and m ost obvious failures, the a ttem pts  which, 
even by their own s tandards , do not succeed. They thus 
assure o thers  that w ha t has  survived this prelim inary  sorting 
is w orth  a look; the assu rance  is jus t  w hat the o thers  want. In 
this way, less involved partic ipants  see jus t  a few carefully 
selected innovations and  new conventions, guaran teed  in a 
way tha t m akes them  seem w orth  learning to appreciate.
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We know little about how critical assessm ents of art are 
passed  a ro u n d  am ong  various audience segments. Elihu 
Katz a n d  Paul Lazarsfeld (1955) p roposed  a general two-step 
model of influence, based  on studies of the distribution of 
m ass-m edia  messages: certain influential people paid more 
a tten tion  to the media, form ing firmer opinions, and  o thers  
in the com m unity  paid a tten tion  to them , taking messages 
from and  abou t the media filtered through these more 
know ledgeable types. The sam e model applied to doctors 
learning to prescribe a new drug: a few influential doctors  in 
the com m unity  w ould  try the drug  out; if they had  no trouble 
and  found  it useful, o ther  doctors, influenced by them, would 
then  begin using it (Coleman, Katz, and Menzel, 1966). We 
need studies which tell us how, in specific art worlds, as
sessm ents  of styles, genres, innovations, artists, and  part icu 
lar w'orks are circulated. W ho tries things first? W ho listens 
to and  acts on their opinions? Why are their  opinions re
spected? Concretely, how does the w ord spread  from those 
w ho see som eth ing  new  that it is worth noticing? Why does 
anyone believe them?

An entirely different set of conventions creates the basis 
for the cooperative activities of the people who create  art 
works and  their  support  personnel. Many of the production 
conventions which m ake coopera tion  possible are simple 
fo rm s of s tandard iza tion  which exemplify the philosophical 
notion of convention analyzed by David K. Lewis (1969). 
Lewis uses a technical language not really necessary here; 
readers  who find his analysis w orth  pursu ing  should consult 
the  original text. Briefly, Lewis w an ts  to unders tand  how 
people m anage  to coordinate  their activities, how' (in s i tua
tions in which all the actors have a com m on interest but it is 
not c lear which of the possible wavs of achieving it they 
should  use) they m anage  to choose the sam e one an d  thus get 
w hat they w an t done with little w asted motion. The easiest 
w ay would be for the people involved to discuss the problem 
and  agree on the p rocedure  to be used. We often do that. But 
we even m ore  often find it unnecessary  because, we might 
say, “it’s obvious w hat to do ,” or “ the m ost na tu ra l  thing to
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do is X ,” or “if everyone does w hat seems easiest it will all 
w ork out OK,” or some similar formula. We find tha t we can 
achieve the desired coordination w ithout com m unication . 
How do we do it? By referring to a past solution to the 
problem , well know n to all the partic ipants  and  known by 
them  to be well know n to all the others. Given those con
ditions an d  everyone's  desire to coordinate  his own activ
ity, the easiest thing, and therefore  the m ost likely, is for 
everyone to do w hat everyone knows is the way everyone al
ready knows. This is easy to do because everyone knows tha t 
everyone will know this . . .  and  so on through as long a hier
archy of such nested  expectations (usually not a very long 
one) as is required  for everyone to convince himself tha t  is 
w ha t he ought to do.

If the people involved all do the m ost likely thing, they will 
achieve the result they want, and  thus increase the likelihood 
tha t the next tim e a problem  they define as similar arises, 
they will all use the sam e solution, and  that will still fu r ther  
increase the likelihood that they will use the solution in the 
fu ture  . . . and  so on. The m eans everyone adop ted  to solve 
the p rob lem  o f coordination  is w hat Lewis m eans  by a 
“convention ,” and it aptly describes those s tandard ized  
m eans  of doing things characteris tic  of all the arts. M any of 
the things artists and support personnel do in coordinating 
their  activities are chosen from am ong  a range of possible 
w ays of accom plishing the sam e thing, any one of which 
would be acceptable  as long as everyone used it.

There is no logical reason, for instance, to tune  musical 
ins trum en ts  to a concert A tha t  is 440 vibrations per  second, 
no reason  why that note should be called A instead of Z, and 
no reason why those notes should be written on a staff of five 
lines instead of four, six, or seven. But everyone does it that 
way and  thus  any one partic ipan t can be su re  tha t  w hat he 
does tha t way will be intelligible and  easy to coordinate  with. 
Reason enough.

Som e of the conventions w hich  coordinate  activity am ong  
artists and  support  personnel consist of ju s t  such simple 
standard ization . W hen a particu lar convention can  be taken 
for granted , w hen alm ost everyone involved alm ost always
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docs things tha t way, the unders tand ings  that shape the 
convention  can be em bodied  in p e rm an e n t  equipm ent. The 
existence of such p e rm an en t  equ ipm en t (expensive, it goes 
w ithout saying) m akes it m ore likely that the conventional 
w ays of doing things will continue, because  any change will 
be expensive.

W hen conventions are s tandard ized  in this way, and e m 
bodied in practices and  equ ipm en t that are totally taken  for 
granted , anyone with experience in the  art can  be coun ted  on 
to know  that basic m in im um . It becom es the au tom atic  basis 
on which the production  of art works can proceed, even 
am ong  people deeply devoted to not doing things in the 
conventional way. Thus, most m odern  dance, designed not to 
be like conventional ballet, ends  up presupposing  tha t re 
cruits will have had  som e ballet training and  have acquired 
the  muscles, habits, and unders tand ings  that com e with such 
training. Even when you d o n 't  w an t  to do w hat is conven
tional, w hat you do w ant to do can  best be described in the 
language tha t com es from the conventions, for it is the one 
language everyone knows.

E qu ipm ent,  in particular, p roduces  this kind of universal 
knowledge. W hen the equ ipm en t em bodies the conventions,
the wav a conventional thirtv-five-millimetcr cam era  em-«/ «/

bodies the conventions of con tem porary  photography, you 
learn the conventions as you learn to work the m achinery. 
Thus anyone w ho can handle  the m achinery  will know how 
to do  the things necessary  for coord inated  activity. The sam e 
is true of m an y  of the unders tand ings  associated with con
ventional music; you learn them  as you learn to m anipulate  
the instrum ent.

M any conventions grow up through an in teraction of 
technical and  o ther  considerations. For m any  years (roughly 
the years  covered in Alec Wilder s American Popular Song: 
1900-1950), the Am erican popu lar  song used, a lm ost exclu
sively, a th irty-two-bar form organized in eight-bar phrases  
with the them es a rranged  A-A-B-A and melodies restricted to 
a range of a ten th  or less with intervals restricted to those 
contained in the diatonic scale and  the harm onies re lated  to 
it; m ost pe rfo rm ances  of those songs consisted of two to



th ree  choruses. The eight-bar phrases  and  thirty-two-bar 
fo rm at were arbitrary; the range and  intervals used catered 
to the limited training of the vocalists who sang them  and of 
the lay public, which was supposed  to be able to  sing them  
too; the  n u m b er  of choruses reflected w hat could be con
tained on the s tandard  ten-inch seventy-eight-rpm record.

Using extremely s tandard ized  conventions, artists can 
coordinate  their activity under  the m ost difficult c ircum 
stances. W hen I played the piano in Chicago nightclubs in 
the 1940s, we typically played seven or eight hours a night. 
Toward the end  of an evening, players got quite  tired and  
sleepy. 1 discovered that the extrem e conventionalization of 
the popu lar  songs we played m ean t I could play w hen I was 
half, or m ore  than  half, asleep. I would often w ake up in the 
middle of a song, getting lost only when I realized tha t I had  
been asleep and  consequently  had  no idea w here  I was. Until 
then, I m ust have m ade  use of my knowledge that all the 
phrases  of the song were eight bars  long, tha t  they used only 
a few chords from the m any  possibilities available, and  tha t 
those  were a rranged  in a few standard ized  ways. David 
Sudnow  (1978) has described the way these understand ings 
get built into the perfo rm er 's  physical reactions as well as his 
cognitive equ ipm ent, so tha t playing while asleep becom es 
unders tandab le  and  unrem arkable .

Because equ ipm en t com es to em body one set of conven
tions in such a coercive way, artists frequently  exercise their 
creativity by trying to m ake equ ipm ent and m ateria ls  do 
things their m akers  never intended. Photographic equ ip 
m en t has becom e increasingly s tandard ized  as the industry  
becom es concen tra ted  in the hands  of a few corporations, 
and  art pho tographers  devote m ore  and  m ore  time and  in
genuity to devising ways to m ake the m aterials still available 
(not the only kinds tha t could be made, bu t the only kinds the 
corpora tions  involved m arke t in an easily accessible and 
relatively inexpensive form) do things they were not m ade  to 
do. They m anipu la te  films—designed to be used with a s tan 
d a rd  exposure  to p roduce  a s tanda rd  negative tha t can be 
p rin ted  easily w ith conventional techniques—to p roduce  a 
quite  different negative which can only be prin ted  by using 
exotic dark room  techniques. Musicians m ake sounds inven
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tors and  teachers  of their ins trum ents  never had in m ind; one 
exam ple  is playing directly on the strings of the piano ra ther 
than  hitting the keys.

S tandard ized  conventions built into equ ipm ent m ediate  
the  coopera tion  of those segm ents of the art world  con
cerned with equ ipm en t and  materials. Since everyone knows 
the  kinds of m aterials  and  equ ipm ent available, a simple 
reference to a catalogue n u m b er  produces  the desired result. 
M anufacturers ,  suppliers, and  repair  people constitu te  a 
stable and  quite  conservative segm ent of any art world, as do 
those  people w ho m anipu la te  equ ipm en t under  the direction 
of the artists: bricklayers (under  the direction of architects), 
e lectricians (under  the direction of stage and  film directors), 
or p r in te rs  (u n d e r  the direction of authors).

Artists learn o ther  conventions—professional cu lture—in 
the course  of training and  as they partic ipate  in the day-to- 
day  activities of the art world. Only people who participate 
regularly in those activities, practicing professionals (how 
ever the particu lar  world c ircum scribes that group), know 
tha t culture. Conventions represent the continuing  ad ju s t
m en t of the cooperating  parties to the changing conditions in 
which they practice; as conditions change, they change. 
Schools teach a version of that ad ju s tm en t tha t  w as once 
cu rren t;  it is seldom fully up-to-date, except when, rarely, the 
tra in ing  institu tion is an integral part of the art world (that 
might be true of innovative m odern  music in some music 
schools and university music departm ents) . So you can only 
learn cu rren t conventions by participating in w hat is going on.

W orlds vary in how m uch cooperation they require  be
tween the artists themselves. Poetry requires almost none. 
Poets rely on o th e r  poets primarily  as critics, fellow experi
m enters , and  audience; they can produce their  work without 
any help from o th e r  poets, and  rely primarily on technical 
personnel like prin ters  and  d istributors  for such help as they 
need. Orchestral music, ballet, d ram a, and  o ther  group arts, 
on the o ther  hand, necessarily involve the cooperative efforts 
of a variety of artists; these w orking groups have the most 
fully developed system s for quickly developing and  tran s
mitting new conventions.

Since conventions do not change all at once, m uch  of what
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artists learn in their initial training will continue to be useful 
in coordinating activity with others. Young jazz musicians 
learn early in their (largely informal) training tha t  the s tan 
dard  popu lar  songs on which m any jazz num bers  are based 
have an  eight-bar middle section (the “bridge") tha t  takes 
one of two harm onic  forms, each nam ed after the well- 
know n song in which it appears: an  "I Got R hythm " bridge, 
consisting of the following chords for two bars  apiece—III7 
(in the key of B flat, a D7 chord), VI7 (G7), 117 (C7), V7 (F 7 ) -o r  
a "H oneysuckle  Rose" bridge—17 (in the key of F, F7), IV (B 
flat), 117 (G7), V7 (C7). Knowing that, anyone playing an 
unfam iliar  tune can quickly learn eight of its bars by being 
told which sort of bridge it has, if it is one of those s tandard  
types. Dance m usicians in general learn, m ore  or less by 
heart, a large n u m b er  of well-known songs, so that they can 
im m ediately  p roduce  a passable  ensemble version of any of 
them , w ithout written music, on request. I realized I was 
ou tda ted  as a pianist for weddings, b a r  mitzvahs, su p e rm ar
ket employees ' Christm as parties, and  the o ther  engage
m ents  at which dance  m usicians perform  w hen  I discovered 
tha t  it w as no longer enough to know songs. I learned one 
night, w hen a band leader  called, not a song but "My Fair 
L ady"—I w as required  to know the entire score of all the 
cu rren t  Broadw ay musical comedies, com plete  with key 
changes. Having been away from the business for a while, I 
had fallen behind in mv stock of w hat was then  conventional 
knowledge, and  could no  longer hold my own on jobs that 
required  tha t knowledge. Younger players, com ing into the 
business later, p resum ably  had  learned all tha t ju s t  as I had  
acqu ired  the stock of songs sufficient in my youth.

The m atte rs  to be coord inated  in the production  and  
p repara tion  of a specific pe rfo rm ance  are seldom so cut- 
and-dried. Even quite s tandard ized  perform ances allow op 
tional m ethods  of doing some things. Violinists have to de
cide how a passage they are playing together should be 
bow ed and  w hat kind of a ttack  should be used. Brass players 
who play in bo th  dance  bands  and concert groups have 
to establish how groups of connected  eighth notes will 
be played: given even value, as in conventional concert p e r
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fo rm ance  ( J j j l  ) or with the first note of each pair 
slightly longer as in jazz ( i* J /  JJ' Jjk ). A conventional 
language allows these m atte rs  to be discussed and  settled 
expeditiously.

M atters of in terp re ta tion—m atte rs  allowing more than  one 
m ode  of p e rfo rm ance—play an even larger role in d ram a  
than  in music, since a typical script specifies m uch  less of 
w hat is to be done than  does a typical musical score. In 
establishing an interpretation, actors and  directors use a 
conventional language, largely methodological, that fur
nishes the term s in which such m atters  as w here  actors 
shou ld  move, how long they should  delay before proceeding 
with the next speech or action, w here  they should look while 
o thers  are speaking or moving, and  so on can be discussed 
and  settled (the relevant term s are blocking , beats, and focus 
[Lyon, 1975]).

Art worlds som etim es splinter and  turn into relatively a u 
tonom ous subgroups. W hen that happens, partic ipants  in 
each of the splinters know, and  becom e responsible for 
knowing, som ew hat different sets of conventions. People 
who play what has com e to be called “new music" find that 
com posers  w ant them to m ake  sounds not conventionally 
m ade  on their  instrum ents. Most players originally learn 
these from, or work them  out in consultation with, the co m 
poser or som eone with w hom  they have personal contact. 
But as pe rfo rm ance  of the m usic  becom es m ore  widespread, 
players who have not had personal access to com posers  
confron t scores using unfam iliar  and unconventional n o ta 
tion (sec figure 9) to denote  effects that were known, though 
not usually nota ted , or were previously unused . Thus, c lar
inet players might find in their part  notes m arked  half-open 
and  half-blacked-in, denoting  q u a r te r  tones, (like this: J or f ) 
or m arked  with wedges ( ▼ ) o r  o ther  devices to indicate a 
s lap-tongue effect. They can create  those sounds, bu t players 
m ust know or be taught w hat is w anted  so that the notation is 
m utually  understood . Then  com posers  can use the notation 
to get the sound  they want, players can know they are m a k 
ing the sounds  w anted , and the two parties to the perfo r
m ance  can  coordinate  their activity. (See Rehfeldt, 1977, a
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FIGURE 9. Score of Randolph Coleman's Format II. Contem
porary composers use forms of notation that are not widely known. 
Players who can play works written in conventional notation with
out trouble require special explanations and training to play such 
“new music. ’’ (Score courtesy of the composer and Smith Publica
tions. Copyright © 1977 by Smith Publications, all rights reserved.)

handbook  trying to bring some order into new notations and 
effects for instrumentalists.)

The m echan ism s which produce  and  m ain ta in  a profes
sional culture can b reak  down, and  when that happens, the 
ability of professionals to work together breaks down as well. 
Robert Lerner shows how  such simple m atters  as p e n m a n 
ship and  spelling needed  standard ization  in the Middle Ages 
before literature could be a practical activity:

After the fall of Rome, regional diversity in handwriting 
had become extreme, and writing had become difficult to read
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because scribes in some areas preferred to write very esoteri- 
callv, using difficult signs and swirls, and because in others 
they became careless and sloppy. Communication and edu
cation could not spread until this tendency was reversed.. . .  
Though the then current cursive scripts increased speed in 
writing by the use ot ligatures between letters, they were all 
but illegible and gradually in the late eighth century were 
replaced by a script known as Carolingian miniscule, charac
terized by small, separate and highly legible letters.. . .  Soon 
all Western Europe was using the same script, and manu
scripts became easier to read not only because the new script 
was so legible but because spaces and phrases were initiated 
by capitals in contrast to the older Roman practice of omitting 
spaces and punctuation. (Lerner, 1974, pp. 182—84)

W ithout tha t  simple standardization , literary art would be 
impossible. We will see later how the  sp read  of such s tan 
dardization m akes the boundaries  of an art world.

Knowledge of professional culture, then, defines a group 
of practicing professionals w ho use certain  conventions to go 
about the ir  artistic business. Most of w hat thev know thev 
learn in the course  of the ir  daily practice, and, as a general 
rule, none of the art w orld ’s o ther partic ipants  need to knowr 
such  things to play their parts. These unders tand ings  facili
tate getting the work done, but one  need not know  them  to 
unders tand  the works themselves. The group defined by 
knowledge of these working conventions can reasonably  be 
though t of as the  inner  circle of the art world.

Sm aller g roups  form within the broad outlines of an art 
world. Every art work creates a world in some respects 
unique, a com bination  of vast am oun ts  of conventional m a 
terials w ith some tha t are innovative. W ithout the first, it be 
com es unintelligible; w ithout the  second, it becom es boring 
and  featureless, fading into the background  like music in 
superm arke ts  and  pictures on motel walls. The variations 
m ay be so small that only an aficionado would notice 
them, or so obvious no one could ignore them. In either 
case, given the w w ld  they are m ade  in and the audience 
they are  presented  to, there  w ill be m ore  or less—but usually 
som e—new  material to be learned, m aterial specific to the 
piece itself.
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Artists usually develop their own innovative m aterials 
over a period of time, creating a body of convention peculiar 
to their own work. (Groups of artists frequently  collaborate 
in the  developm ent of innovations so tha t schools and  artis
tic sects develop characteristic  conventions as well.) Those 
who collaborate  with them, especially audiences, learn these 
m ore particular, peculiar, and  idiosyncratic conventions in 
the course of experience with individual works and  bodies of 
work. The artist m ay be learning them  in the sam e way, in the 
course of the production of a w ork or body of work, or may 
have developed them  in experim ents  never m ade  public.

So each work, and each artist 's  body of work, invites us 
into a world defined in part  by the use of m aterials hitherto  
unknow n and  therefore  not at first completely u n d e rs tan d 
able. People who continue to a ttend  to the new work, despite 
its initial unintelligibility, m ay learn enough to in terpre t it. 
The new m aterials then becom e conventional in the techni
cal sense used above, being mutually understood  by the 
parties  involved so that they can assum e that everyone in
volved know s and  will use them in interpreting and  re
sponding to the works in question. This involves fewer peo 
ple than  the m ore  general cases previously discussed, the 
partic ipan ts  being restricted to the p roducer of the works 
and  those audience  m em bers  who have m ade  the effort and 
expended  the time necessary to learn the conventions p ecu 
liar to the work or to the larger body of the a rt is t’s work. 
This is w hat it m eans  to be a Mozart buff or a Charlie Parker 
fan.

Audiences learn unfam ilia r  conventions by experiencing 
them , by in teracting  with the  work and, frequently, with 
o ther  people in relation to the work. They see and  hear  the 
new e lem ent in a variety of contexts. The artist teaches them 
w hat it m eans, w hat it can do, and  how they might expe
rience it by creating those contexts. Thus, R obert Frank is 
widely credited  with in troducing a new iconography into 
con tem porary  photography, giving a new symbolic value to 
flags, crosses, automobiles, and  o ther com m onplace  ele
m en ts  of the u rban  landscape  (see figure 10). By consistently 
showing the American flag being trea ted  casually, even con
tem ptuously—as a decoration in a recruiting cen ter m anned



FIGURE 10. Robert Frank, Navy Recruiting Station, Post Of
fice—Butte, Montana. Artists teach their audiences a new language. 
Robert Frank taught a generation of photographers and viewers to 
see in such objects as cars, flags, and crosses the special symbolism 
he gave them in the context o f his book, The Americans. (From 
The Americans, 1959; undated black and white photograph, cour
tesy of the artist.)
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by an  em ployee whose feet are on the desk, o r  as part  of the 
ap p a ra tu s  of a com m ercial sign—he teaches us to  experience, 
when we see it, som eth ing  o ther  than  the patriotic  senti
m ents  it ordinarily evokes. That use of flags and similar 
secular and  religious symbols, m ore or less original with 
F rank  and  unfam iliar to viewers at first, is now part  of the 
s tan d a rd  language of con tem porary  "socially conscious" 
photography. Originally F ra n k s  language, to be learned 
from him in o rder  to in terpret and  unders tand  his work, it is 
now com m on  parlance.

Each work in itself, by virtue of its differences (however 
small or insignificant) from all o ther works, thus teaches its 
audiences som ething new: a new symbol, a new  form, a new 
m ode of presentation. More im portan t, the entire body of 
work bv a single artist or group gradually, as innovations 
develop (perhaps th rough  an artist 's  entire career), teaches 
the new m aterial to so m any  people tha t we can speak of 
the training of an  audience. A trivial example: the audiences 
of popu lar  radio  and  television p rogram s learn to antic i
pa te  rem arks  and  jokes they  have learned will ap pea r  som e
time during each  perform ance. W hen Fibber McGee finally 
opened  his closet door and  everything in it fell, and  fell, and 
fe l l . . .  the audience had begun to laugh long before the closet 
door opened  and  the falling began, having learned to laugh at 
the very possibility. A m ore  serious example: serious com 
posers teach their audiences new harm onic  usage and  new 
forms, as Debussy taugh t listeners to hear  and  respond  to the 
"orientalism " of the whole-tone scale and W ebern taugh t 
them  to h ea r  melodic fragm ents  distributed, note by note, 
am ong  a complex of ins trum en ts  instead of being played in 
entirety  by one.

The group which unders tands  these artist-specific con
ventions m ay be quite  ephem eral, m ay  not even merit being 
called a group: all the people who have learned to read 
Dickens canno t be called a group; they never act together. 
They have jus t  m ade  the sam e choice from easily available 
literary materials. They m ay not be able to m ake  the con
ventions of Dickens' fiction explicit—m ay not be able to ex
plain how he m akes charac te rs  into caricatures and  back
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again—but they know how to respond to those well-known 
conventions.

On the o ther hand, when the  conventions of a piece or a 
body of w ork are truly innovative, never widely known or 
know n at all, people who becom e interested in the new work 
are no t simply choosing am ong  known reputations, but arc 
engaging in an action that d em an d s  som ething  m ore of 
them . They often canno t simply follow an impulse o r  satisfy 
a curiosity but m ust act in concert with o thers  who share  
their interest, o r  else the  m aterial tha t  interests them  will not 
be available at all. They m ay  find it necessary, desirable, or 
useful to join organizations which p rom ote  their interest in 
m o d e rn  dance, subscribe to quarterlies  specializing in ex
perim ental fiction, show up for the one occasion on which a 
new film can be viewed, and  so on. It would be ex travagant to 
say that the people w ho do this constitu te  a group which 
routinely acts  together, but they arc not an aggregate of 
totally unconnec ted  individuals. They are, in some sense, 
engaged in a jo in t effort to m ake the conventions whose 
innovative charac te r  interests them  m ore widelv known o r  at 
least viable as one of the resources of an art.

To sum m arize , various groups and  subgroups share  knowl
edge of the conventions cu rren t in a m edium , having ac 
quired that knowledge in various ways. Those who share  
such  knowledge can, when the occasion dem an d s  or permits, 
act together in ways that are part of the cooperative web of 
activity m aking that world possible and  characterizing its 
existence. To speak of the organization of the  art world—its 
division into audiences of various kinds, and  p roducers  and  
support  personnel of various kinds—is ano ther  way of talking 
abou t who knows w hat an d  uses it to act together.



3 ♦ Mobilizing
IT  W AS M onsieur Tuttin w ho  was always given Pablo 

[Picasso] 5 w ork to print, since Pablo’s disregard for  
conventional lithographic processes created all kinds o f  
problem s for the printers. The difficulty was, M onsieur  
Tuttin did not like Pablo’s work. In fact, he detested it.

Pablo had done a lithograph o f  one o f  his pigeons in 
a highly unconventional way. The background coat was 
in black lithographic ink and  the pigeon itself had been 
painted on top o f  that in white gouache. Since litho
graphic ink has w ax in it, gouache normally w ouldn  7 
“ta k e ” very well but in spite o f  that fact, Pablo had car
ried it o ff  brilliantly on the lithographic paper. When  
M ourlot [proprietor o f  the lithographic print shop ] came  
to the R ue des Grands-Augustins and  saw  what Pablo 
had done, he said, “H ow  do you expect us to print that? 
It's not possible. ” He pointed out to Pablo that in theory, 
w hen  the drawing was transferred from  the paper to 
the stone, the gouache w ould  protect the stone and  the 
ink w ou ld  run only onto those parts where there was 
no gouache; but, on the o ther hand, on contact w ith  the 
liquid ink the gouache itself w ould  surely dissolve, at 
least in part, and  run.

“You give it to M onsieur Tuttin; he'll kn o w  h o w  to 
handle it, ” Pablo told him.

The next time we went to M ourlot's shop, M onsieur  
Tuttin was still fussing about the pigeon. “Nobody ever 
did a thing like that before, " he fumed. “I can 7 work  
on it. It will never com e out. ”

“I'm  sure you can handle it, ” Pablo said. “Besides, I 
have an idea M adam e Tuttin w ould  be very happy to 
have a proo f o f  the pigeon. I'll inscribe it to her. ”

“Anyth ing  but, ”M onsieur Tuttin replied in disgust. 
“Besides, with that gouache you've pu t on, it w ill never  
w o rk ."

“All right, then, ” Pablo said. “I'll take your daughter  
out to d inner som e evening and tell her what k ind  o f  a 
printer her fa ther is. "M onsieur Tuttin looked startled.
“I know , o f  course, ” Pablo w ent on, “that a job  like that

6 8



69 ♦ M O B I L I Z I N G  R E S O U R C E S

might he a little difficult for m ost o f  the people around  
here, but I had an idea—mistakenly, I can see n o w — 
that you were probably the one m an who could do it. ” 
Finally, his professional pride at stake, M onsieur Tuttin 
gave in grudgingly.
G i j .o t  a n d  L a k h , 1964, p .  86*

Making art works of any  kind requires resources. What 
resources depends  on the m edium  and the  kind of work 
being m ade  in it. Lithography, as anyone practices it, re 
quires lithographic stones, inks, and crayons. As Picasso 
p rac ticed  it, it also required  M. Tuttin 's  virtuoso skills. Poetry 
requires very little: pencil and paper  and, in the extrem e case 
of orally p reserved  works, not even that, ju s t  a good mem ory. 
G rand  opera  (as usually perform ed) requires vast am oun ts  
of material resources—costumes, stage sets, lights, musical 
scores and  copied parts, theaters  with e laborate  technical 
a p p a ra tu s—and personnel—musicians, singers, p roduction  
technicians, an d  people to handle  finances. Every a r t  form 
requires som e such mixture, simple or complex, large or 
small, m ost falling som ew here  betw een the extrem es of 
opera  and  poetry.

As artists  con tem pla te  the  m aking of a work, they think 
abou t where and  how they can  get such resources. Are such 
resources available at all? Does anyone  m ake that material? 
Are there  any people trained to do w hat 1 w an t  done? If the 
resources  exist, can I get them ? How m uch  will it cost? Will 
those people w ork  with me? W hat have I got that they want, 
or w h a t  can  I get that they want? How arc art worlds o rg an 
ized so tha t artists can routinely  find the resources they 
need to do what they w ant to do?

H ow ever artists get resources, the distribution system, by 
m aking  available some kinds of materials and  personnel and 
not others, m akes the works w’hich rely on easily gotten 
resources  m ore  likely than  those for which resources are

*From  Life with Picasso, bv Frangoisc Gilot and  Carlton Lake. Copy
r ight©  1964 by Frangoise  Gilot a n d  Carlton Lake. Used with  the perm ission  
o f  McGraw-Hill Book C om pany.
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m ore  difficult to get. These systems, moreover, do not nec
essarily provide just w hat artists need, because the people 
who run  them  have their  own needs, ambitions, and  organi
zational imperatives. The requ irem ents  of artists figure in 
their calculations w ithout necessarily determ ining the result. 
Cooperative links with the people who furnish resources, 
both  m aterial and  hum an , are a characteristic  feature of any 
art world.

E leanor Lyon (1974) has suggested  the idea of a pool of 
resources as a way of thinking about these processes. If 
people who work in a particu lar m edium  need paints, in
s trum ents, o r  photographic  paper, or actors, musicians, c a m 
eram en, or dancers, they will find, m ore  or less available, a 
pool of such m aterials  o r  people from which they can choose 
w hat they want. H ow m uch choice the pool aff ords them, the 
quality of its m em bers, and  the term s on which they are 
available all vary. Resource pools grow up in response to a 
real o r  im agined dem an d  for those resources. Factories 
m anu fac tu re  pain ts  and m erchan ts  stock them  in the belief 
that they can be sold, just as young people learn to play the 
tuba  or dance  on their toes in the belief tha t som eone  will 
w an t  them  to exercise those skills professionally. In both 
cases the belief m ay be unfounded , the paints unsold, the 
young artists d isappoin ted  in their  ambitions.

M anufacturers  and  d istributors  of materials, and  the p e r 
sonnel in talent pools, do not act simply to satisfy the re
qu irem ents  of artists. They have their own preferences and 
requirem ents . If rising interest ra tes raise a m e rc h a n t’s cost 
of m ain ta in ing  an inventory, you m ay not be able to find a 
com plete  selection of colors easily, or at all. Young peoples’ 
interest in guitars and d rum s m ay m ean  the sym phony o r
chestras  do not have as m any  string players to choose from 
as they w ould  like. More generally, the people who control 
the  con ten t of a resource  pool m ust con tend  with their  own 
constra in ts  and  exigencies, which affect w hat artists have to 
work with. Because the form ation  of personnel pools takes 
longer and  involves such  different investments, I will con 
sider them  separately from pools of m aterial resources.



71 ♦ M O B I L I Z I N G  R E S O U R C E S

MATERIAL RESOURCES

W hether  artists need specialized m aterials that no one else 
has any use for, or w hether they can use s tandard  m aterials 
a lready easily available, affects the w ork they do. W hat m a 
terials are available, and  on w hat terms, depends  on the way 
the society organizes productive econom ic activity. In w hat 
follows, I will talk mostly abou t the m arkets  characteristic  of 
m any  con tem porary  societies.

Som e m edia require goods designed and m anufac tu red  
especially for them : oil paints  in small tubes, musical ins tru 
m ents  and  their accessories, ballet shoes. The m anufac tu re  
of such items is frequently  so technical a specialty that the 
artists w ho  use them  cannot p roduce  the items themselves 
(though some m ake it their  business to do ju s t  that and  such 
items as bassoon reeds are typically m ade  by their users). 
O ther m edia  require raw  m ateria ls  that can be extracted 
from na tu re  by anyone who w an ts  to bother: wood sculptors 
look for felled trees people will let them  haul away. Still 
o thers  require nothing m ore  than  m aterials  easily available 
to anyone, o rd inary  stuff routinely  furnished for o ther  p u r 
poses. So poets use typewriters  and paper  available for rou
tine business and personal use, sculptors use welding equ ip 
m en t and  m etal available for routine  m anufac tu ring  p u r
poses, and  visual artists occasionally take advantage  of the 
availability of ord inary  household  furnishings and  foodstuffs 
in their work.

W hen artists use m aterials  m anufac tu red  for nonartistic  
purposes  and  widely used by nonartists, they are least con
stra ined by the conventions of art worlds. On the o ther hand, 
they are stuck with w hat o ther  people need for o ther p u r 
poses and thus m ake easily available. Because this is usually 
the cheapest way to get w ork materials, artists w ho have little 
or no m oney often use it, for such  m aterials are everywhere 
to beg, borrow, or steal. W hen the Tactile Art Group (a sem 
inar led by Philip B rickm an and myself at N orthw estern  
which undertook  to invent a new art form) p roduced  its first 
works, a lm ost every tactile artist used  stuff found in the
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average g radua te  s tuden t apartm en t,  especially food: flour, 
Jello, beans, fruits and  vegetables in various mixtures, con 
tained in ord inary  kitchen containers, designed to be felt by 
audience m em bers. O ther works w ent a little fa r ther  afield 
and  used  san d p a p e r  and  o ther basem ent and  garage items.

No special ap p ara tu s  need be constructed  to provide these 
m aterials  for art works. The ord inary  workings of the con
sum er econom y produce  its typical products, usually a 
sizable variety from an artist 's  viewpoint. C onsum er dem and  
in the United States for various kinds of writing and typing 
p ap er  p roduces  as m uch  variety of color, size, and  quality  as 
any visual artist might ordinarily need  for use in collages and  
constructions, and  certainly a greater variety than  even the 
m ost neurotic  novelist o r  poet m ight need to stim ulate  liter
ary invention. (Papers m ade  specifically for the use of visual 
artists are ano ther  story.) The resource pool available for 
o rd inary  activities includes w hatever these artists need.

Som eth ing  similar occurs w hen  artists use resources 
crea ted  for industrial or com m ercial use, a lthough here  the 
pool m ay  be m ore  limited, e ither because industrial app lica
tions do not dem an d  as great a variety of m aterials or be
cause artists a re  not aw are  of w here  they can  be found. The 
pho tograph ic  industry  does not p roduce  m aterials primarily, 
or even secondarily, for art photographers. On the contrary, 
it p roduces  primarily  for either the com m ercial m arket (com 
mercial pho tographs  or a variety of industrial applications) 
or the ho m e  snapsho t m arket, neither of which requires the 
variety artists might like to have easily available. But the 
sam e  industry  p roduces  m aterials tha t pho tographers  have 
only recently  discovered can  be used to color images in 
w ays that do not require e laborate  dark room  equ ipm en t or 
procedures . In short, industrial-com m ercial dem an d  p ro 
duces a varied resource pool, bu t artists m ay not be as aware 
of it as they are of ordinarily  available household  goods.

M any items, of course, are m ade  specifically for a rt  uses, 
musical in s trum ents  and  paper  m ade  for the visual arts  be
ing clear examples. M anufacturers  of these items are integral 
pa r ts  of the music and  art worlds. They m an ufac tu re  for an 
art world and  are sensitive to w hat they th ink its m em bers
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w ant, and  artis ts  rely on their products, having learned in 
their form ative years to do w hat can  be done with the m a 
terials available. In s trum en t m akers  are perm anen t m e m 
bers of the a rt  world. While sensitive to w hat artists need, 
they also constra in  artists by w h a t  they provide. W hat they 
m ake ordinarily  satisfies m ost of the workers in a m edium , 
ju s t  because  those workers are used to working with those 
materials.

At the sam e time, an d  for the  sam e reasons, w hat m a n u 
facturers  m ake  typically fails to m eet the needs  of people 
w ho are trying to create  som ething new (or, for tha t  m atter, 
som eth ing  old) in a m edium . The m ore  m ateria ls  and  equ ip 
m en t are adap ted  to doing one kind of th ing  well, the less 
adap ted  they are  to doing som e o ther  things. If you construct 
a musical in s trum en t like a saxophone  to play the tones of 
the ch rom atic  scale, it is ill-adapted to playing q u a r te r  tones 
or m icrotones; for that purpose, you m ust design and build 
entirely new instrum ents . Som e artists, similarly, have found 
tha t the suppliers of papers  do not m ake  w hat they w ant for 
their  work, so they have taken  up the craft of paperm aking . 
In the  process, they have learned to exploit the artistic 
possibilities of paper  in new  ways, incorpora ting  into the 
body  of the p a p e r  itself some of w hat they might otherwise 
have applied to its surface.

How m uch  conventional m ateria ls  constrain  an artist 
depends  in part  on how monopolistic  the m arke t is. If only 
one or a few m an ufac tu re rs  dom ina te  the m ark e t  (in the 
m ost ex trem e case the state  controls  m anufacturing , so that 
all p roduction  decisions are centraliz.cd), such monopolists  
m ay be relatively insensitive to w hat artistic m inorities w ant 
or need. Take the m an u fac tu re  of photographic  materials. 
George E astm an , the founder  of E as tm an  Kodak, had a gift 
for discovering potentially competitive processes an d  getting 
com m erc ia l  control of them  (Jenkins, 1975). This has had  
serious consequences  for a rt  photographers. Only a few 
com panies  m ake  the p ap er  on which pho tographers  print, 
and  thev often discontinue m ateria ls  artists use for reasons 
having to do with their own internal operations. For example, 
m any  pho tog raphers  learned  to take advantage  of the em o 
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tional and  aesthetic  effects m ade  possible by Record Rapid, a 
w arm -toned , brownish paper, the only such paper  to have 
survived the  increasing concentration  of m anufac tu r ing  in 
the h an d s  of a few firms. W hen Agfa s topped  m aking it, they 
had  to develop new  artistic strategies which did not require  
tha t  product.

How m uch  dependence  on m anufac tu re rs  and  suppliers 
in an  art world constra ins  an  artist depends, too, on how 
similar the w orks in tha t world are. If artists agree on what 
sort of work is good and  ought to be done, available materials 
will p robab ly  be limited to w hat is needed  to do that kind of 
work. If the art world 's repertoire  is m ore  varied, m a n u 
facturers  will p robably  ca ter  to tha t  variety. If the econom y 
perm its  and  rew ards  such activity, some en trep reneurs  will 
find it w orth  the risk to cater to even a small, m inority m a r 
ket. These suppliers often provide the basic m aterials needed 
to m an u fac tu re  w hat m ore  conventional w orkers m ight buy, 
and  sell to people p repared  to do som e of the work ordinarily 
done  for artists by larger m anufac tu rers .  The flavor of such  
an en terprise  appears  in this quota tion  from the catalogue of 
a small firm which sells chem icals  to pho tographers  who 
w ant to use printing m aterials not commercially  available:

the ability to work these processes, from home made prep
arations, enables you to exercise more control and to ensure 
that your particular working method isn’t discontinued by the 
manufacturer.. . .  Beyond that, you will have become the kind 
of person who can improvise something new, perhaps some
thing better. These processes, not particularly difficult, are 
in that spirit of creativity, self-determination, and self- 
reliance. . . . (Photographer’s Formulary: Chemical and Lab
oratory Resources, Catalog III, 1979, my emphasis)

Suppliers  of m aterials  do  not always constrain  w hat a r t 
ists do. From time to time inventors create  new kinds of 
equ ipm en t and  m aterials  which, when m ade  available to 
artists, c reate  new artistic opportunities. The Xerox and  3-M 
CoIor-in-Color machines, and  m achinery  designed to t ra n s 
m it images over te lephone lines, have m ade  possible a new 
kind of visual image. Artists can  now, for instance, p roduce  
color by the direct application of heat to paper, and  then
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transfo rm  those colored images by m anipula ting  a m a 
ch ine’s filters. They can  create  vertical and horizontal t ran s
form ations of im agery  by m anipula ting  the speeds at which 
they run  the receivers and  transm itte rs  of a teleprinter. These 
electronic imaging machines, designed for com m ercia l use, 
have spaw ned  a new  field of visual art called “generative 
system s.” (Thompson, 1975, describes this developm ent and 
gives a n u m b e r  of exam ples  of the kind of w ork produced.) 
C om pu te r  p rog ram s which p roduce  a graphic  o u tpu t  will no 
doub t be exploited similarly.

W hether  m ateria ls  are m ade  expressly for artistic uses or 
are m ad e  for o ther  uses and  then  adap ted , artists get m a te 
rials and equ ipm en t through w hatever m echan ism s a society 
has for d istributing  goods. W here a m arket econom y does 
the allocating, artists can buy or rent w hat they need, if they 
have the m oney. (H ow  they get it is an o th e r  question, taken 
up  later.) Artists w ithout m oney can  steal; successful artists 
often adm it, or brag, that they stole in their  less successful 
days. The teacher  of my beginning pho tography  class told us 
not to try to save paper  w hen  trying to m ake  a good prin t 
from a negative: “Use it all up, then  buy some more, and if 
you don 't  have any money, steal it!” Artists can also barte r  
for what they need. Suppliers  will som etim es take art works 
in re tu rn  for materials, or o ther kinds of a rrangem en ts  can 
be worked out, as Lvon describes in the case of a small 
avant-garde theater:

Some material resources became available through nego
tiated exchanges. Props and costumes were donated by local 
stores in return for credit on the program. Costumes were also 
obtained from the (local) university drama department be
cause the summer shows were sponsored by the school. 
However, what was available through these sources limited 
what could appear on the stage; for example, some scenes 
had to be revisualized because the available appropriately 
sized costume did not fit the initial image. (Lyon, 1974, p. 89)

If the m aterials  and eq u ip m en t you w ant or need have not 
been m anufac tu red  by anyone for any purpose, you can still 
m ake them  yourself. M any artists have. Doing that, they have 
all the troubles, described later, of m avericks and  isolates.



76 ♦ M O B I L I Z I N G  R E S O U R C E S

FIGURE 11. Performance of Harry Partch s Oedipus. Harry 
Partch, writing for a forty-two-tone scale, had to build his own in
struments and teach people to play them. Here students at Mills 
College play Partch’s Harmonic Canon I, Diamond Marimba, and 
Cloud-Chamber Bowls in a performance in March 1952. (Photograph 
courtesy of the Mills College Library.)

Insisting on no n s tan d a rd  equ ipm ent, they have to devote 
time tha t  m ight otherwise be spent m aking art to m aking its 
m aterial precursors. Furtherm ore , w hat they m ake often re
quires knowledge partic ipants  in their  art world do no t con
ventionally need, so tha t o ther  people w ho coopera te  in the 
realization of a work will not know w hat to do o r  how to do it. 
H arry  Partch, com posing  for a forty-two tone scale, had  to 
build his own ins trum ents  and  create  his own notation, be
cause no  one in the music world knew how to do w hat had  
not been possible to do until he created  the possibility (see 
figure 11).
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PERSO N N EL

It is unfeeling to speak of the people who cooperate  in the 
p roduction  of a rt  works as “personne l” or, w orse yet, “su p 
port personnel,” but that accurately  reflects their im portance  
in the conventional art world view. In tha t  view, the person 
w ho does  the “real work,” m aking the choices that give the 
work its artistic im portance  and  integrity, is the artist, who 
m ay be any  of a n u m b e r  of people involved in its production; 
everyone else's job  is to assist the artist. I do not accep t the 
view of the relative im portance  of the “personne l” involved 
tha t  the te rm  connotes, but I use it to em phasize  tha t  it is the 
com m on  view in art worlds.

It is even useful to carry  the dehum anization  of artistic 
su p p o r t  personnel one step fu r ther  and think of them  as 
resources, assem bled  in resource  pools like m aterial re
sources, and  ask how such pools arc assem bled  and  how the 
people in them  get connected  to particu lar art projects  in a 
suppo rt  role.

The people who m ake up a pool of potential personnel for 
art p ro jects  belong to that pool because  they can  do some 
specialized task required  in the m aking of the art works in 
question  an d  they m ake themselves available to  do it. The 
nu m b ers  and  kinds of people and  the conventional te rm s on 
which they m ake  them selves available differ from  m edium  
to m ed ium  and place to place. The Broadw ay th ea te r  world 
has available to it pe rhaps  ten times as m any  (or more) 
people with extensive d ram atic  training, who could perform  
adequate ly  in a variety of roles and vehicles, than  are a c 
tually w orking as actors at any given time. On the  o ther  hand, 
few people have the odd com bination  of skills called for in 
m aking  theatrical props, and  even fewer m ake themselves 
available for theatrical work. There will usually be an over
supply of people for the roles thought to contain  some ele
m ent of the “artis tic”—in theater, tha t  includes playwrights, 
actors, an d  d irectors—an d  a short supply of people with 
technical skills to do support  work tha t  does not share  in that 
charism a. More people w ant to write novels than  design 
them  for the printer, be great musical perfo rm ers  than  repair 
instrum ents , d raw  on lithographic stones than  print from 
them.
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People en ter  a pool of personnel resources by learning 
how  to do  w hat people w ho perform  a function in an art 
world do, by learning to do one of the suppo rt  tasks tha t 
w orld ’s artists need. W hether they study in a school, teach 
themselves, or pick up  a skill on the job, they learn  some 
operating  conventions of the art world, and  learn to apply 
them  in actual situations of artistic production. W hen called 
on, then, they can  step in as m ore or less in terchangeable  
par ts  capable  of doing the job  to be done as well as any o ther 
m em b er  of their category. One of the m ost im portan t  things 
an art world provides its artistic m em bers  is a supply  of 
in terchangeable  h u m a n  parts. W hen you can  coun t on  re 
placing people with o thers  ju s t  as good, you can carry  on 
artistic work in a routine  way. That is why the  cooperative 
netw orks and  conventions tha t  m ake up  an a rt  world create 
opportun ities  as well as constraints . In fact, as we will see 
later, the ability of a rt  world partic ipants  to perfo rm  
in terchangeably  defines, in an  im portan t sense, the b o u n 
daries of an  art world. Of course, artists recognize tha t there  
are substan tia l differences in the ability of support personnel 
to deliver, and  working artists know who can be trusted  with 
s tan d a rd  tasks and  w ho canno t—which actors take  direction 
quickly and  intelligently, which dancers  can successfully 
perform  the  steps and  sequences the choreographer has  in 
mind, which cam eram en  can create  the visual effects the 
d irector desires, and which will not be able to do these things 
and  therefore  will necessitate  ad ju s tm en ts  and  com prom ises 
in the original idea.

How do  people learn these basic skills? In an im portan t 
sense, art world m em bers  teach themselves. W hatever in 
s truction they receive, they m u s t  internalize the lessons 
th rough  such  m ental rehearsals  and exercises as Sudnow  
(1978) describes in his analysis of how he learned to play the 
piano. Som e people learn only in this way. H. Stith Bennett 
(1980) describes how young rock m usicians in the  Colorado 
m oun ta in s  teach  themselves to play by imitating w hat they 
hear on recordings, w ithout benefit of lessons or instruction 
books; it is a hard  way to learn, bu t they becom e very p ro 
ficient, B ennett  says, a t using the recording as a score,
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im itating w h a t  they hear so successfully that they can learn 
the entire  conten ts  of a twelve-inch record (as m uch  as forty 
m inutes  of music) in a day. In teaching themselves, novices 
incorpora te  into their m ethods  of operation  the conventions 
of the art world they arc aiming at, using available works as a 
guide. If they teach themselves successfully, they then can 
offer their services as practitioners of w hatever support a c 
tivity they  have trained for, and  join that resource pool.

Som e people learn on the job, as appren tices  o r  occupan ts  
of an  unofficial position which allows them  to observe full- 
fledged practitioners  a t work, or just by being pu t in a posi
tion to do  the job  w hether they know it or not. The “ Leonardo 
da Vinci” of m usic  copyists, according  to the N ew  York 
Times , learned his trade  this way:

One day I was walking down the street and I ran into the 
music librarian of Paramount Publix Corporation. [He had 
violin training but was working as a chemist.] They ran 
Twentieth-Century Paramount and also ran 52 weeks of mu- 
sical attractions around the country. “Look/' the guy said, 
“You have a musical education. Come with me." That was in 
1925, and he gave me a job at $60 a week, not bad for that time.
I walk into a big room, with maybe 40 people copying music. I 
looked. All my life I had trouble copying a G clef. But 1 
learned. The boss said, “You have music at home? Go copy it."
So I learned by a little bit, a little bit more, a little bit more. 
iMostlv 1 copied nightclub music, acts arranged for combos. 
There were lots of movie scores, too. (Schonberg, 1978)

An apocryphal story says that Gypsy m usicians give six- 
year-old bovs a small violin and set them  dow n in the middle 
of a Gypsy o rchestra  while it is playing. The boys get no 
instruction, but can play w ha t they like while the  rest of the 
g roup  perform s; w hatever odd, m istaken  sounds  they m ake 
p resum ab ly  are  covered up by the o thers ' playing. They a t
tem pt to m atch  what they hear and  in a relatively short time 
learn to plav a part  in the collective musical production. 
Once som eone  has learned to perform  some portion of w hat 
is required, he can  learn still m ore  and  can offer himself as a 
m e m b er  of the pool of com peten t technicians.

Many people learn the trades  of support personnel in a
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school. Although in a real sense these are trade  schools, some 
of their  s tuden ts  learn to be “artists .” By going to film school, 
for instance, one m ight learn to be a c am eram an  or a lighting 
technician, or to be a director or a screenwriter, the film 
business being so confused abou t which people are artists 
and which support  personnel tha t  the la tter often th ink  of 
themselves, and  are som etim es though t of, as artists in their 
own right. The confusion is chronic in music schools, for 
alm ost all the  s tudents  who hope to becom e violin or piano 
virtuosi will end  up as, at best, m em bers  of the  violin section 
of a sym phony  orchestra , and  most likely will be teachers  of 
those ins trum ents  som ew here, if they don 't  drop  ou t of the 
business a ltogether or drift into such m ore lucrative occu
pations as film-score recording (Faulkner, 1971).

Art schools vary similarly in their emphasis, some d e 
fiantly setting out to train  only artists. (My first pho tog
raphy  teacher told us, the first day of class, “The nam e of 
this school is San Francisco A rt  Institute; if you are here to 
learn anyth ing  besides art, you ’re in the w rong  place. Get 
your m oney back before  it’s too la te!”) O thers deliberately 
set out to train  people to do w hat the art world they might 
serve seem s to require  (Pevsner, 1940). British schools of 
visual art have typically, with a few exceptions, taugh t such 
trades  as printing, design, and  com m ercial photography, in 
tending  their  s tuden ts  to work in the printing trades, adver
tising, and  related industries. Though these schools e m 
phasize com m ercia l an d  industrial work, their em phasis  
is not very different from that of sta te  schools which train 
people  to dance  in s ta te-supported  ballets or of similar 
schools for the training of musicians, singers, and  o ther  p e r
form ers in England, Scandinavia, and  elsewhere. These in
stitutions provide  a pool of people for established art worlds, 
and  usually inadvertently  also provide a pool of well-trained 
rebels to staff alternative art projects  which do not fit into the 
established ways of those worlds. (As I suggested earlier, 
ballet schools teach  people classical ballet technique, whose 
vocabu lary  is basic to the developm ent of nonballet dance  
styles, being the one vocabulary  all partic ipants  can  be 
coun ted  on to know'.)
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W hat does an  artist do w hen  he cannot find anyone in the 
pool of available personnel w ho can do w ha t is needed? 
Typically, artists whose work differs that m uch from what is 
conventional train their own personnel, ju s t  as people who 
need materials and  equ ipm en t that arc not easily available 
m ak e  their  own. They m ay start a school or a perform ing  
com pany, or take on appren tices  or employees to w hom  they 
teach w ha t their support  people m ust know. If they work in a 
sufficiently unconventional way, they may not take on peo
ple w ho  have had  any exposure  to more conventional ways 
of doing things or been trained in conventional schools or 
com panies, on the (probably correct) ground th a t  such  peo
ple will have too m uch  to unlearn. Conventionally trained 
personnel have job  and  career possibilities which m ake them 
less willing to undergo  privations, accept strict and  unusual 
professional discipline, and ignore a total lack of conven
tional professional success.

Given tha t a pool of in terchangeable  suppo rt  personnel 
exists, how do its m em b ers  get connected  to the particu lar 
art p ro jec ts  to which they con tribu te  their services? Consider 
two basic principles involved in most systems, which gener
ally occur in all kinds of m ixed forms. At one  extreme, 
m em bers  of the pool w ork  for an organization which carries 
on art world projects; their  career within the organization 
provides the m echanism  by which they  are allocated to p a r 
ticular jobs. At the o ther  extrem e, pool m em bers  con trac t 
separate ly  for each project, in w hat might be called a free
lance system. In cither case, successful m em bers  of the pool 
have a career, in an organization or a series of them  o r by 
virtue of building up a netw ork of connections which assures 
them  of s teady work. The two system s vary in the p e rm a 
nence of the  relation between the support personnel and  the 
artists for w hom  they work.

Estab lished  organizations with p e rm an en t  m em bers  p ro 
duce  the characteris tic  works of m any  art worlds. People 
frequently  spend  m any years with the sam e sym phony o r
chestra, ballet com pany , reperto ry  theater, or lithographic 
print shop. W hen they move, they move along well-defined 
career  tracks to a similar organization with which they will
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spend m any  m ore  years. W hen organizations dom ina te  the 
allocation of personnel in this way, people orient w hat they 
do to the needs of those organizations and the kinds of career 
contingencies they create  for their employees. At first, they 
w orry  abou t simply getting in: Can I get a job  playing horn  in 
an orchestra? In a m a jo r  orchestra? Later they m ay try to 
move to a “b e t te r” organization of its kind; their craft culture  
usually defines som e jobs as m ore desirable and  w orth  trying 
for. The organization in which they eventually find th e m 
selves de term ines  w hat they do, telling them  w hat is needed 
for any particu lar project. A reperto ry  actor plays year after 
year, or a t least for a year or two, in some of the plays his 
thea te r  does; a sym phony player plays w hatever the con
duc to r chooses for tha t y ea r’s program s. W hen hiring and  
firing are dom ina ted  by bureaucra tic  rules, the tenure  p ro 
tection im posed by a union contrac t or a governm ental or 
private  organiza tion’s own rules m ake the connection m ore 
perm anen t.

Support  personnel with p e rm an en t  positions in a stable 
organization develop motives different from those of the 
artists w ith w hom  they work. While the artists worry about 
the work 's  aesthetic  effect, as well as its effect on their re p u 
tations, support personnel consider their activity on a given 
pro ject in the light of its overall eff ect on their long-term 
organizational interests. Support  personnel, hired for their 
ability to perform  one function, spend all their time doing 
tha t one thing and  develop a guild pride or a protectionist 
a ttitude  about it which conflicts w ith the production  of the 
overall work; as long as they have done their chore  properly, 
they d o n ’t w orry  m uch  abou t the rest of it. Conversely, they 
m ay feel trapped  in tha t function, the way am bitious sym 
phony players fear being trapped  as section players, who 
never have a chance  for m ore  expressive and  creative p e r
fo rm ances  (Faulkner, 1973a and  1973b), or repertory  actors 
fear being typecast in charac te r  roles. Technicians probably  
fear this trap  less than  those who once had  artistic asp ira 
tions. Organizations likewise find themselves t rap p ed  by the 
presence  of p e rm an en t  personnel whose m ediocre skills and  
abilities limit w ha t can be done.
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Support  personnel often act in ways calculated to m a in 
tain or im prove their position in the organization. When the 
p e rm an en t em ployees of a publishing house decide how 
m uch  time to invest in the editing of a book or how m uch 
m oney to invest in its p rom otion  and distribution, they think 
not only of how the  individual w ork m ight best be served but 
also of how the house 's  resources  might best be divided 
am ong  the several similar pro jects  in hand  at the m om ent 
and of how  a mistaken ju d g m en t on those questions might 
affect the ir  careers. That is w hy so m any  novelists’ books die 
the  day they are released (Hirsch, 1972): the pub lisher’s p ro
motional expert (a classic exam ple of a suppo rt  position) 
decides that, a lthough the book is now  printed, d isappointing 
advance  sales show there is no point in putting any more 
m oney into  it, so it is allowed to a p p e a r  w ithout the adver
tising or o ther  activities through which new books are called 
to the special a ttention of reviewers and o thers  w ho might 
keep it from d isappearing  am ong  the m ass  of o ther  m aterial 
pub lished  simultaneously.

Two o ther typical motives, which usually occur together, 
are a desire for a be tter  job  w ith  ano ther  organization and 
craft pride. You serve both  ends  by seeing that your part  is 
done well, no m a t te r  w hat the fate of the larger project, and  
even though  seeing that your part  is done well m ay interfere 
with its success. C om posers fear that sym phony  players will 
deliberately (or so the aggrieved com posers  feel) play their 
new works badly in rehearsal, alleging tha t the parts  are 
unplayab le  or tha t there  are too m any  m istakes in the copy
ing, so that they will not have to struggle with difficult parts  
tha t  might not show  their  ta lents  to advantage. The pe rpe
tra tors  of these acts m ay w ant to look good for som e o ther 
potential em ployer (Faulkner, 1973a and 1973b, describes 
these aspirations in sym phony  players) or simply m ay  want 
to preserve their  reputa tion  am ong  o ther m em bers  of the 
occupation .

Support  personnel also get connected  with artists through 
free-lance systems, in which personnel are assem bled  for 
each pro ject as the need arises. As with m aterial goods, a r t 
ists use w hatever  resources they have, financial or o th e r
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wise, to induce people to participate. In  the usual free-lance 
system, support  personnel partic ipate  for ju s t  as long as they 
are contrac ted  for and  no longer. They m ay  regret not being 
able to devote m ore time to a pro ject they find particularly 
interesting, b u t  the dynam ic of a financially based  free-lance 
system pushes them  on to the next one. Lillian Ross (1969 
[1952]) describes how John  Huston, having finished d irect
ing The R ed  Badge o f  Courage, then  left to go to work on The 
African Queen. Much work rem ained  to be done bv others. 
H igher-ups at MGM, having decided the  p ic ture  would fail 
unless it was drastically changed, altered it substantially, 
over the strong objections of p roducer  Gottfried Reinhardt, 
w ho tried to preserve w hat he understood  to be H uston 's  
original vision. He lost the fight w hen the new head  of the 
studio, Dore Schary  (who had  just replaced Louis B. Mayer, 
in a move tha t  shocked and  surprised the film world), took a 
personal interest in redoing the  film (as well he m ight have, 
since Nicholas Schenk, the presiden t of the com pany  tha t 
ow ned  MGM, had  encouraged  him to take full responsibility, 
as vice-president in charge of production, for w h a t  o thers  in 
the studio though t to be an impossibly arty  film). All through 
the b itter struggle Huston, w ho  w ould  get the artistic b lam e 
or credit for the result, was in Africa, taking no part in the 
events tha t  led to the redoing of his film (see figure 12). W hen 
he got the  final news about w hat had  happened , his only 
reaction was a cable to Reinhard t: “ D e a r  G o t t f r i e d . J u s t

GOT YOUR LETTER. KNOW YOU FOUGHT GOOD FIGHT. H OPE YOU
n o t  t o o  b l o o d y  m y  a c c o u n t .” Although H uston  had  left the 
picture  behind, he w as lucky. The critics, at least, thought the 
picture  an artistic success. The film's opponen ts  were right 
too; it d id n ’t m ake any money.

To recur to the them e of how decisions m ay  be m ade  for 
reasons ex traneous  to the actual project in hand, consider 
S ch en k ’s reason  for allowing Schary to m ake The R ed  Badge. 
In tending  to replace  M ayer w ith Schary, he w an ted  to m ake 
Schary  happy  with his new job  and sim ultaneously  to teach 
him a lesson abou t w hat the organization he was abou t to 
head  would require  of him:
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FIGURE 12. Scene from The Red Badge of Courage, directed by 
John Huston. In free-lance systems support personnel work only as 
long as they are contracted for. John Huston, director of The Red 
Badge of Courage, allowed studio executives to alter his film drasti
cally after he had finished shooting it and gone to Africa to do The 
African Queen. (Photograph courtesy o f the Museum of Modern 
Art/Film Stills Archive.)

Dore is young. He has not had this job very long. I felt I 
must encourage him or else he would feel stifled. It would 
have been so easy to say no to him. Instead, I said yes. I 
figured I would write it ofT to experience. You can buy almost 
anything, but you can't buy experience.

How else was I going to teach Dore? I supported Dore. I let 
him make the picture. I knew that the best way to help him 
was to let him make a mistake. Now he will know better. A



86 ♦ M O B I L I Z I N G  R E S O U R C E S

young man has to learn by making mistakes. I don’t think
he’ll want to make a picture like that again. (Ross, 1969 [1952],
p. 220)

The head  of a p e rm an en t  organization m ight have such m o 
tives: to tam e a ta lented but slightly unruly subord ina te  so 
that he will never forget the interests of the firm for the 
tem pta tion  of art again. Of course, the ch ief’s motives need 
not be so com m ercial; in ano ther  setting he might w ant 
to teach som eone not to subord ina te  the claims of a rt  to 
com m erce.

In a free-lance system, people get jobs on the basis of their 
reputations. As Hollywood com posers  told Robert Fau lkner 
(forthcoming), "You're only as good as your last picture." 
W orkers have no con trac t to protect them  from  the conse
quences  of a bad  job. Nevertheless, som e m anage  to work 
regularly, moving from one pro ject to ano ther  with little 
w asted  time. They do this partly because they can deliver the 
job  the artist they work for w an ts  done. A film com poser 
m ust be able to deliver a score that does the job  the director 
or p ro ducer  w an ts  done—produces  the m ood  or effect de
sired, at the m in im um  necessary cost, and  quickly enough 
tha t no time or m oney is lost waiting for the result. But, 
rem em ber, support  work can  in principle be done by any 
com peten t technician, unlike the core artistic work, which 
partic ipan ts  think only the gifted few can do. Support  p e r 
sonnel are  not unique; they are interchangeable. Therefore, 
artists who need som eone for a particu lar  p ro jec t can choose 
from  a n u m b er  of com peten t workers in the resource pool; 
they all m eet the specifications.

You need ability, then, for free-lance success, b u t  it is not 
enough. Successful free-lancers also need a netw ork of 
connections, so tha t a large n u m b e r  of people who might 
need their services have them in mind, and  in their te lephone 
book, to be called w hen the occasion arises. Reputa tion  
helps. If you have delivered successf ully on earlier projects, 
o ther  people will take a chance, not only on using you bu t on 
recom m end ing  you to third parties. Hollywood com posers  
m uch in d em an d  systematically recom m end  to their clients
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less well-known com posers  they feel sure will handle  the job 
com petently . A network of connections consists of a n u m b er  
of people who know  you and  your work well enough to trust 
the well-being o f  som e portion  of their  pro ject to you. The 
kev e lem ent of the network is trust. W hen I first becam e 
active as a w eekend musician in Chicago in the 1940s, an 
older musician, about to recom m end  m e for a one-night job, 
in te rroga ted  m e abou t my ability to handle it: "Are you sure 
you can  do it? Because if you c a n ’t it’s my ass. In fact, it’s not 
just my ass, it's three  or four different asses." (He was rec
om m end ing  m e to som eone who was recom m ending  me to 
som eone  else, th rough  a chain  of several links [ Becker, 1963, 
p. 107].) Through interlocking trus t  and  recom m endations, 
w orkers  develop stable netw orks which furnish them with 
m ore  or less s teady  work.

Fau lkner (forthcom ing) shows the stability of the system 
for people at the top: less than  10 percen t of Hollyw ood’s 
com posers  score 46 percent of the films using original music, 
less than  8 percent of all filmmakers p roduce  36 percent of 
those films, and  30 percen t of all films are m ade  by co m bina
tions of the top com posers  and  producers. At the bottom , a 
large n u m b e r  of p roducers  and  com posers  m ake  one film, 
but canno t m anage  to get a second credit. A com poser in the 
top group explained: "The whole idea is to keep the thing 
moving, to get m ore  work and be tte r  work, the m ore p ro j
ects you ’re associated with the m ore  people know  you and, 
hopefully, know  w hat you can  do for their films.”

Support personnel provide evidence that they are tru s t
w orthy  by perform ing  adequate ly  for the artist-emplovers 
in whose w ork they participate. They have difficulty doing 
tha t  w hen the em ployer does not use technical language 
sufficiently precise to describe w hat he w ants  the techni
cian to do; he will know if the result is not w hat he wants, 
b u t  canno t give positive directions. Faulkner (forthcoming) 
describes the serious difficulties com posers  of film scores 
have with p roducers  who know nothing about music, and 
suggests that successful com posers  m ust be able to u n d e r
s tand  w hat p roducers  really want, given an incoherent 
and  inaccura te  description. He quotes  som e com posers '
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stories of the difficulties of com m unica ting  with nonm usi
cian producers:

You can get up against some directors who will open up 
with something like, “Give me something real, real modern!" 
And you're trying to figure out what they mean and it turns 
out the guy thinks Tchaikovsky is modern, as the old story 
goes. You know, the producer who says, “I must have some
thing new, something fresh, different, it's got to be different, 
like Bela Barstock (sic)."

It seem s likely that the m ore  the support job  is though t to 
be integral to the success of the project, the less the people 
w ho do  it are though t of as interchangeable. They m ay still be 
trea ted  as in terchangeable—filmmakers do not give up a 
pro ject if they canno t get the com poser they w ant, though  
they might if they could not get the right actors  or director, 
but they devote m ore  time to finding a rep lacem ent and  take 
the problem  m ore  seriously than  if they cannot get the first 
accoun tan t or best boy they ask for (to choose two of the 
m ore  unlikely titles tha t ap pea r  in motion-picture credits).

Partic ipants in free-lance systems, both the artists and  
o th e r  overseers who do  the hiring and  the support  people 
they hire, m ay also have m otives m ore  or less ex traneous to 
the p roduction  of the work at hand. Pauline Kael gives the 
particularly  egregious exam ple  of the executive p roducer 
w ho "packaged  the dea l” for the film version of Mary 
M cCarthy 's novel The G roup :

[his] enthusiasm for the project had little to do with the 
literary qualities or dramatic potential of Miss McCarthy's 
work, but on [s/c] the gorgeous possibility of getting options 
on a bunch of inexpensive, luscious young nobodies [the main 
characters in the story' are eight college women], building 
them up into stars, and then having them available for his own 
films and for handsome loan-out deals. . . . with a property 
featuring eight young girls, surely he would get his own Cap- 
ucines and [Ursula] Andresses; and with a stable of young 
beauties under option, a modern movie packager-producer 
could be richer than the greatest whoremasters of history'. 
(There are even directors in Hollywood who make more 
money from the pieces they own of the stars they gave their 
first break to than from directing.) (Kael, 1968, pp. 68-69)
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We m ight think of system s of securing suppo rt  personnel 
as ways of getting their a tten tion  and  interest. The two 
systems, organizational hiring and free-lancing, evoke dif
ferent styles of attention. Em ployees of organizations can, if 
their em ployers think it im portan t,  devote som e portion 
(even all) of the ir  a tten tion  to a work for as long as the 
em ployers  think necessary; they  often work on m any  p ro j
ects at once. Free-lancers typically work in spurts , one solid 
ch u n k  of undivided a tten tion  given to a pro ject they then 
forget, for be tter  or for worse. Brecht could rehearse  the 
Berliner Ensem ble  for m onths  on end, but, as we have seen 
in the case of H uston  and  The Red Badge o f Courage, H ol
lywood can  co m m an d  people’s a ttention only for the short 
period during  which they are actually paid. Since budgets  are 
always sm aller  than  they might be, people arc seldom paid 
for anyth ing  tha t  does not con tribu te  directly to the project. 
Pauline Kael has always had  an in terest in w hy movies are so 
m uch  worse than  they need be for strictly com m ercia l rea 
sons; her investigation of the  m ak ing  of The Group  suggests 
a couple of reasons. For instance, she found it shocking that 
no one connec ted  with the m aking of the movie knew any
thing abou t M ary McCarthy, her life, or her work, and  thus 
could not bring that kind of knowledge to bear in m aking  the 
film. The w orkings of a free-lance system m ake the lack 
unders tandab le . F ilm m akers canno t be experts  on the eno r
m ous variety of writers and  topics they m ay find themselves 
working with in the course  of a career; their time is taken up 
with their curren t p ro jec t’s most pressing details. They have 
no  time, and  would not be rew arded  for spend ing  it th a t  way 
if they had  it, to acquire  the kind of general culture  Kael 
acqu ired  in the norm al rou tine  of h e r  work. They p rep a re  for 
their  work by learning how to m ake movies; she p repares  for 
hers by reading the works of Mary McCarthy. Free-lancing 
teaches  you to devote all your a tten tion  to w hat is most 
im m ediately  at hand.

Kael heard  a m istake on the sound track of the sem i
finished film: one of the girls was supposed  to say tha t  all the 
m em b ers  of her  group had  voted for Roosevelt, except one 
who forgot to vote; instead, she said that all the m em b ers  of 
h e r  class had  done  so, destroying the m eaning  of the line and
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som e im portan t m eanings of the story. W hen Kael heard  this 
on the set, she m entioned  it to both  the p roducer  and  the 
director, as som eth ing  to be fixed during rerecording. It 
wasn 't, so she poin ted  it out again:

Each assured me that I must be hearing wrong. Neither 
apparently took the trouble to check or listen, because when 
the film was screened for the press, there it was again. By 
then, Lumet [the director] w?as in London working on his next 
film, Buchman [the producer] was back on the Riviera.

Thinking that someone might care about the blooper,
I called around, and after three people involved in the pro
duction had assured me that if the Sydneys [Lumet and 
Buchman] had had Helena say “class" that must have been 
what they wanted, I finally got hold of the editor, Ralph Ro- 
senblum, who realized at once that it was an error. But he had 
enough other problems to worry about: in the absence of the 
Sydneys, he was left to argue the cuts the National Catholic 
Office for Motion Pictures . . .  wanted. (Kael, 1968, pp. 96-97)

Here the principle works in reverse. Since no  one d em an d ed  
tha t these free-lancers give their a ttention to this detail, they 
didn't.

W hat if artists have no money? Even in a m oney  economy, 
a lack of m oney is not fatal, a lthough it creates serious con
straints. Lyon (1974) found tha t  the small, penniless theatr i
cal com pany  she studied bartered  extensively for personnel 
as well as materials. One form of ba r te r  consisted of m aking 
people “m em bers ' '  of the theater, with som e say over w hat 
was done and  some claim to a share  of the credit for the 
result. Perhaps m ore  im portan t, “The actors expected the 
W estern T heater  to provide th em  with opportun ities  to act" 
(p. 85) and, m ore  troublesom e, m any people volunteered 
to do technical and  o ther  less desirable work only because 
they hoped  it would eventually lead to a chance  to act. That 
created  obligations such tha t “the director som etim es felt 
compelled to fulfill this implicit expectation. Unfortunately, 
a few poor actors  had  thus landed small parts, leading the 
thea te r  to the unpleasan t task of d iscouraging fu ture  acting 
aspirations in these partic ipants"  (p. 88). Furtherm ore, the 
plays the group could pu t on were limited in part  by the kind
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of actors who had volunteered to becom e m em bers: “Since 
there  were only three experienced actresses in the com pany, 
a play with m any  dem and ing  female parts  would have to be 
d iscarded" (p. 86). Finally, they could not do plays with very 
small casts; as one actor explained, “H ow  would you like to 
be an actress with a com pany  with nothing to do for eight 
weeks? N obody en joys that. So we have to find plays w here  
there 's  som eth ing  for everybody to do" (p. 86).

A large n u m b e r  of suppo rt  personnel, as we have seen, 
e ither once had  or still do have the idea that w hat they do is in 
itself art. It is an  exaggeration to say that everyone in an art 
world is support  personnel for som eone else, and  it is not true  
tha t  everyone or almost everyone thinks of himself as an

• j

artist. But these oversta tem ents  point to som ething  im por
tant: every function  in an  art world can be taken seriously as 
art, and  everything that even the m ost accepted  artist does 
can becom e su p p o r t  w ork for som eone else; furtherm ore, in
m anv  arts  it is not a t all clear w ho is the artist and  who are the«✓

suppo rt  people. W hen R auschenberg  erased a DeKooning 
drawing, o r  D ucham p drew  a m ustache  on the Mona Lisa, 
were the  au tho rs  of the originals merely support  personnel? 
If not, why not? W hat of the people whose work, in rep ro 
duced  form, becom es part  of som eone else's collage?

John  Cage said th a t  m usic  is the moral evaluation of 
sound. We might generalize his rem ark : w hen we speak of 
art, we m ake  a m oral evaluation of the relative w orth  of the 
various contribu tions to a work. It is no surprise  that m any  of 
the partic ipants  differ with m ore  conventional evaluations 
and  rank  their own contribu tion  as more im portan t  than  tha t  
of the artist as conventionally  defined. (See the film editor s 
point of view in Rosenblum  and  Karen, 1979, pp. 230-1.) If we 
rem ain  neutral on this question, we m ay  find it difficult to 
sym path ize  with the notion tha t  “in terference" by some of 
the  partic ipants  in the production  of an art work necessarily 
m ean s  that the w ork is less valuable artistically; perhaps  that 
in tervention  is just w hat the work needed. We have seen that 
critics though t The R ed  Badge o f  Courage p re tty  good, even 
though  o thers  than  the d irector had grossly interfered with it. 
Similarly, the com posers  Faulkner interviewed com plained
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of the way directors  and  p roducers  tam pered  with their 
scores an d  ideas; yet the point of a movie is not its musical 
score, which m ust be subsidiary to the images on the screen 
(at least in feature  films, even unconventional ones).

To sum m arize , artists use m aterial resources an d  person 
nel. They choose these out of the pool of w hat is available to 
them  in the art world they work in. W orlds differ in w hat they 
m ake available and  in the  form in which they m ake it avail
able. The pa tte rns  of econom ic activity characteris tic  of a 
society shape  w hat artists can get to work with and  w ho they 
can get to work with them. Such facts as the degree of m o n 
opolization of production  materials, the profitability of m i
nority m arkets, and  the degree to which artists need items 
specially designed an d  m anufac tu red  for them  all affect 
w ha t is available and  thus  w ha t artists can do. Similarly, the 
organizations th rough  which support personnel find the 
p ro jec ts  they w ork on create  organizational, professional, 
and career  motives which m ay run  coun ter  to the intentions 
of the artists w ho em ploy them.

W hat is available and the ease with which it is available 
en ter  into the th inking of artists as they  plan their  work and 
into their  actions as they carry  out those p lans in the  real 
world. Available resources m ake  som e things possible, some 
easy, and  o thers  harder; every pa tte rn  of availability reflects 
the workings of som e kind of social organization an d  be
com es part  of the  pa tte rn  of constra in ts  and  possibilities tha t 
shapes  the art produced .

!



4 ♦ Distributing Art Works

P R O F E SSIO N A L LY  marginal artists. . . .  encounter  
an excruciatingly trying problem. As each year passes, 
their studios grow  increasingly crow ded with paintings 
that no one w ants to buy, starkly visible evidence which  
reminds them  daily o f  their inability to w in (or regain) 
acceptance o f  their w o r k . . . . som e grow  despairing o f  
ever achieving a modest degree o f  success, or o f  finding  
a new  style as salable as their previous one, and quit 
painting. A s one artist said o f  them: “ When you can 7 
sell your paintings and  you continue to produce you  
can 7 help but become bitter unless you ’re a very strong  
person, and  most artists are not. ”
L e v i n e ,  1972, p p .  3 0 6 -7

Artists, having m ade  a work, need to distribute it, to find a 
m echan ism  which will give people with the taste to a p p re 
ciate it access to it and  sim ultaneously  will repay  the invest
m en t of time, money, and  m aterials in the work so that m ore 
time, materials, and  cooperative activity will be available 
with which to m ake m ore  works. Artists can  work without 
distribution. Many works, once m ade, have been h idden  by 
their m akers  or ignored by the publics they were m ean t for. 
Many, pe rhaps  most, artists never realize any m oney  from 
their w ork  and  canno t support  fu rther  work on the proceeds 
from w hat they have already done.

Fully developed art worlds, however, provide distribution 
system s which integrate artists into their society 's economy, 
bringing art works to publics which apprecia te  them  and  will 
pay enough so that the work can proceed. These distribution 
systems, like o ther cooperative activities which m ake up an 
art world, can be m an n ed  by artists themselves. More com 
monly, specialized in term ediaries  do the work. The interests 
of the in term ediaries  who opera te  distribution systems fre
quently  differ from those of the  artists whose work they
handle. Because they are in business, d is tr ibu tors  w ant to+/ w
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rationalize the relatively unstable  and  erratic  p roduction  of 
“creative" work (Hirsch, 1972): dealers m ust have w ork to 
show in their  galleries, p roducers  need theatrical events to fill 
a season. And they need these even when artists w ant to p ro 
duce, not the kind of work thought to be needed, but some 
o ther  kind the system cannot handle as well. Distributors 
w ant to m ake a messy process m ore  orderly, ensuring  the 
stability of their own businesses and also creating stable 
conditions u nder  which art can be produced  on a regular 
basis. This often leads them  to deal with w orks on some b a 
sis o ther  than  their artistic merit, however tha t is judged  
(Moulin, 1967).

Since m ost artists w ant the advantages of distribution, 
they work with an  eye to w hat the system characteristic  of 
their  world can handle. W hat kinds of work will it distribute? 
W hat will it ignore? W hat re tu rn  will it give for w hat kind of 
work? Distribution systems vary in the kind of in term ediaries 
who handle  the m ovem ent of work and  m oney betw een a r t
ists and  audiences, and in the im m ediacy of the co m m u n i
cation and  influence betw een the  two groups. Art w orks al
ways bear the m arks  of the system which distributes them, 
but vary in how that happens. W hen artists support  th e m 
selves from nonart  sources, the distribution system has 
minimal influence; w hen  they work directly for a patron, it is 
maximized; w hen  they create  works for unknow n audiences, 
the influence com es th rough  the constrain ts  im posed by the 
in term ediaries  who operate  the necessarily m ore complex 
and  e labora te  distribution system. Artists experience these 
influences as constra in ts  when the distributors have inde
penden t ideas abou t w hat the art works ought to be like or 
when they have insufficient knowledge of the conventions of 
the art to m ake  choices and  dem ands  the artists regard  as 
knowledgeable. Conversely, they accept pa trons  or in te rm e
diaries who have tha t knowledge as partners  in the work 's 
production.

Art works, then, com e to be w hat the art world 's  d is tr ibu
tion system can handle  because, for the m ost part, work tha t 
d o esn ’t fit doesn 't  get d istributed, when it is m ade  at all, and  
m ost artists, w anting their work distributed, do not m ake
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w hat the system will not handle. To say that artists work with 
an eye to these m atte rs  does not m ean  they are completely 
bound  by them. System s change and  accom m odate  to artists 
just as artists change and accom m odate  to systems. Fur
therm ore , artists can secede from  the con tem porary  system 
and  create  a new one, or a t tem pt to, or do without the con
straining benefits of distribution. Art worlds often have m ore 
than  one distribution system operating  at the sam e time. 
C ontem porary  painting has elem ents of a dealer-gallery sys
tem coexisting with pa tronage  relationships, and  that was 
true of seventeenth-century  Italian painting as well. Con
tem porary  poetry  com bines self-support and governm ent 
and  private patronage. As a result, artists can choose from 
such  com binations the distribution system which serves 
them  best o r  constrains them  least.

Distribution has a crucial effect on reputations. W hat is 
not d istributed is not known and thus  canno t be well thought 
of or have historical im portance. The process is circular: 
w hat does not have a good repu ta tion  will not be distributed. 
This m eans tha t o u r  later consideration of w hat constitutes 
great or im portan t a rt  will have to keep in mind the way 
distribution  systems, with their built-in professional biases, 
affect opinion about what belongs in those categories.

SELF-SUPPORT

Many art worlds—for example, con tem porary  poetry and 
photography , for m ost of their partic ipan ts—produce  so little 
incom e for the ir  p ractitioners  th a t  m ost work is produced 
th rough  a system of self-support. Artists w ho lack substantia l 
financial resources cannot do w ork which requires costly 
materials, equ ipm ent, personnel, or space. Media like poetry 
and  photography, requiring relatively small investments, 
thus  a t trac t  m any  practitioners. That m akes it even m ore  
difficult for any  one of them  to su p p o r t  full-time artistic 
activity on the proceeds from art work itself. Most artists in 
these media, then, provide their own support from some 
source outside the  workings of the art world or tangential to 
the actual creation of art works. Some artis ts  have been
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supported  by a well-to-do or working spouse. Som e artists 
have m ad e  or inherited enough to live on, freeing their time 
for art work. Som e artists simply have w hatever jobs  are 
available to  them  by virtue of their social position or o ther 
training. M any poets support  their work this way: T. S. Eliot 
w orked in a bank  and  then  for a publisher, Wallace Stevens 
was an executive of an insurance com pany, and  William 
Carlos Williams was a practicing physician. O ther artists 
have jobs  which are part  of the art world, though not as 
artists. Painters m ay work as fram ers, com posers  as orches- 
trators, novelists and  poets as editors. In a com m on  a r
rangem ent, they teach the a rt  they practice, in e lem entary  
and  secondary  schools, in professional art schools, and  as 
private teachers.

H ow  m uch  time do these jobs  leave for serious a rt  work? 
Artists frequently  com plain  tha t their  “day jo b ” (the expres
sion is com m on  in the perform ing arts, w here  the “art jo b ” 
usually occurs at night) interferes with their work. It takes up 
so m uch time that none is left for art or it overlaps enough in 
con ten t to interfere with creating original art works. (Photog
raphers  who do com m ercia l w ork som etim es say tha t  the 
com m ercial a ttitude  influences their “persona l” work, m a k 
ing it ha rd  for them  to see and  pho tograph  in a way tha t does 
not em body  the restrain ts  of the advertising mentality.) Art
ists m ay prefer professional work as teacher, doctor, or 
lawyer because  it lets them  allocate their own time. Alterna- 
lively, they m ay prefer less prestigious work that dem ands  
less attention, even though it is physically m ore  difficult, 
time-consuming, and  tiring.

Artists who finance their ow n w ork  can  be free of the 
existing distribution system for their m edium : they need not 
d istribute  their work a t  all, certainly not for m one tary  return. 
If they are sufficiently isolated or alienated from the art 
world, they will experience this as a liberation ra th e r  th an  a 
deprivation. If they  need not p roduce  for d istribution within 
the constra in ts  of a system, they can ignore its requ irem ents  
and  m ake  works as big or small, short o r  long, co m p reh en 
sible or unintelligible, perfo rm able  or not as they like, for 
those constra in ts  typically originate in the rigidity of a dis
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tribution  system, which cannot handle work of the wrong 
specifications. (This possibility finds its f ullest expression in 
the case of m averick  and  naive artists, discussed later.)

Most artists rem ain  sufficiently oriented to the art world 
to need its d istribution system to bring the finished work to 
an  audience, if not for econom ic support. Som e simply use 
the regular d istribution channels  available to people who 
m ake  their  living at art work, publishing, exhibiting, and 
perform ing  in the sam e places professionals do, differing 
from  them  only in not needing to put up with the system 's 
constra in ts  if they don 't  w an t to. For this reason, self-support 
provides the greatest freedom  to artists. In fact, with suffi
cient outside resources, they can  create  their own dis tribu
tion system. Visual artists frequently  establish cooperative 
galleries, sharing  the expenses and  doing m uch  of the gal
lery's work in re turn  for the chcince to exhibit every year. 
Aspiring m usicians and  singers not yet of interest to concert 
m anagem en ts  an d  recording  executives often subsidize their 
own recitals.

If an established distribution system rejects enough peo
ple w ho  would like its benefits, som eone m ay organize a 
self-supported  alternative to handle  their work: for example, 
the Salon ties Refuses  was organized in Paris in the 1860s to 
show paintings rejected by the “real" Salon, and  vanity 
presses publish at the au tho r 's  expense work refused by 
com m ercia l publishers. As the exam ples suggest, partici
pation in the established distribution system is one of the im 
portan t  signs by which art world partic ipants  distinguish 
serious artists from am ateurs . People who use alternative 
system s crea ted  for those re jected  by the regular system, 
w hatever their reason, m ay m ark  themselves as non-serious.

Miehal McCall (1977, 1978) studied  w om en painters  in St. 
Louis, a provincial art world  where, because  it is provincial, 
they found  it ha rd  to dem onstra te  their artistic seriousness. 
They had  to show it in ways o ther  than  painting. Some 
m anaged  to get jobs  teaching in the  a rt  depar tm en ts  of local 
colleges and  universities, a local sign of seriousness; in fact, 
som e took the jobs  to dem onstra te  seriousness, as an in ter
viewee explained to McCall:
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She's married to a very rich man who's only too happy to 
support her “hobby." But she wants to be self-supporting—or 
at least to support her art work. She says she won't feel 
grown-up until she does. You have to have your head really 
straight to be able to do serious work if you aren’t self-sup
porting. (McCall, 1978, p. 307)

McCall notes tha t  “selling a rt  is a solution to this problem . It 
no t only provides an income, it proves to self and  o thers  that 
art is an occupation , an d  not an avocation." Another painter, 
w ho did not teach, told her:

It isn't possible to support yourself selling in St. Louis. But I 
would like to sell some things. Just as a kind of proof that I’m 
an artist. So I could say I earned something when my husband 
teases me. I didn't used to want to sell anything, but now that 
I have a body of drawings, I could imagine selling some. . . . 
(McCall, 1978, p. 307)

These w om en  want, am ong  o ther  things, to distinguish 
them selves from the world  of w hat McCall calls “picture  
painters,"  people who paint but not within the organizations 
or on the basis of the ideologies an d  aesthetics  of the  e s tab 
lished world of painting. Picture painters, for example, e m 
phasize how quickly they can  p roduce  a finished painting, 
often painting several at once:

First I put the washes on all of the canvases. Then I do all the 
backgrounds. Then 1 spend about two hours on each one, 
putting in ail the details and the foreground. (McCall, 1977, 
p. 38)

Most telling, they exhibit and  sell their w'ork at shows o r
ganized by the a m a teu r  a rt  associations they belong to, and  
com pete  in contests  at the association meetings:

We all bring a painting. There's a theme—maybe a snow scene 
in January or flowers in the Spring. Everyone has to do a 
painting using that theme. Then we judge them at the meet
ings. We ail vote and you get a certain number of points if you 
win. (McCall, 1977, p. 39)

Picture painters  m ay p roduce  paintings no worse than  p ro 
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fessional artists ' (McCall does not deal with that question, 
and it is not a judgm en t to accept a priori), but they exhibit in 
a w ay  m em bers  of the “serious" a rt  world see as am ateurish  
and  therefore  to be avoided. (Com pare the world of cam era  
clubs described  in chap te r  10.)

Self-support, then, solves som e but by no m eans  all of the 
p roblem s posed by art world distribution systems. You need 
not use the system to provide econom ic support  for your 
w ork if the m edium  does not require  extensive expenditures, 
if you have sufficient resources to cover even high expenses, 
or if you can get w hat you need by barter. But you m ay still 
w an t to bring your w ork to the a ttention of an appropria te  
audience. If you can mainly, or only, reach  that audience 
th rough  the established distribution system, you m ust still 
deal with it, devise an  alternative way of accom plishing the 
sam e end, o r  do without such audience  appreciation. Artists 
m ay  n o t  want the audiences that can be reached through the 
conventional system, because those audiences use that sys
tem  precisely because it brings them  the w ork  they prefer 
and  know how to appreciate; they have no interest in the 
unconventional works it does not handle.

PATRONAGE

In a pa tronage  system, some person or organization su p 
ports the artist entirely for a period during which the artist 
contracts  to p roduce  specific works, or a specified n u m b er  of 
works, o r  even jus t  possibly to produce som e works. The 
people w ho can  afford to support artists this way com e from 
the wealthy classes of a society. Thev have had the leisure to 
acquire  substan tia l knowledge of the com plicated  conven
tions which govern the production of works of high art and 
can, being knowledgeable, exert detailed control over the 
works whose production  they support, if they so desire. The 
pa tron  m ay be a governm ent, which com m issions pa in t
ings or scu lp tures  for specific public spaces or pu ts  the artist 
on a pe rm anen t  salary, in re tu rn  for specific services to be 
perfo rm ed  from  time to time, as with a poet laureate. The 
pa tron  m ay be a church ; popes, cardinals, and  Italian reli
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gious orders  from  the Renaissance on have supported  artists 
while they p roduced  m a jo r  paintings and  sculp tures o r  even 
decorated  whole churches. C hurches still d ispense p a tro n 
age, but corporations m ore  com m only  plav tha t role now, 
paying for works which decora te  their headquarte rs  and 
o ther buildings or can be displayed publicly as part  of their 
effort at image building (Haacke, 1976, 1978). Rich people 
still com m ission work for their  own collections o r  for gifts to 
civic or religious organizations, or simply send the artist a 
stipend with no strings a ttached.

The artist with a pa tron  need only please tha t patron. 
Patronage a rrangem en ts  m ay be totally private, a lthough 
once the artist has  been supported  the resulting work m ay 
be published, exhibited, or d istributed  widely. W hat pleases 
pa trons  depends on their  taste  and  judgm en t alone, a lthough 
the judgm en ts  of o thers  m ay eventually influence them. If 
enough people think the  artist 's  work does not merit support, 
the patron  m ay stop sending checks. But not necessarily. 
S tubborn  patrons, sure of their own judgm ent, often ignore 
public criticism, and  have supported  m uch innovative and  
unpopu la r  work. In any event, politically, financially, and  
socially powerful pa trons  often control opportunities  to 
exhibit or to  have perfo rm ed  the works they commission. In 
tha t  way, they partially shape  the  taste  of others.

The stratified societies which p roduce  pa trons  exhibit a 
com plex relationship  between wealth, knowledge, taste, p a t 
terns of support  for artists, and  the kind of work produced. 
Patrons w ant artists to m ake w hat they have learned to 
apprecia te  and  prize as the e lem ents  of fine art, so how the 
wealthy and  powerful are educa ted  becom es an im portan t  
de te rm inan t of w hat they will pay artists to produce. The 
ability to pick the best artists and  com m ission the best work 
shows the nobility of spirit and  charac te r  the powerful and  
wealthy think they possess, so tha t being a good patron  sup 
ports  the claim to high rank.

These relationships, traced  out in detail for Italian pa in t
ing of the seventeenth  century  by Francis Haskell (1963), 
suggest the general d im ensions an d  problem s of pa tronage  
systems. During this period, the m ajo r  pa trons  w ere  the
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successive popes, the cardinals  they appo in ted  (quite fre
quently  relatives, so that the pa tronage  might be said to 
com e from families), and religious orders. Patrons com m is
sioned work, in tended to glorify themselves or the groups 
they represen ted , in the form of large-scale decorations for 
churches—for the ceilings o r  walls of a chapel or even for the 
m ain  body of a large church  (the greatest commission, p e r
haps, was for the decora tion  of St. Peter's)—or the arch itec
ture and  scu lp ture  o f  a new  church . They often played an 
active role in the p lanning  and design of the work, suggesting 
topics, them es, and  details that used the conventional lan
guage of con tem porary  art to fu rther  political and family 
aims. Thus, w hen  Pope Urban VIII com m issioned a m ajo r  
w ork  in St. Peter 's  from Bernini, he

probably played a direct part in outlining the iconographicai 
scheme: certainly he made sure that he should be closely 
identified with it. The Barberini [the Pope’s name had been 
Malfeo Barberini] bees crawl up the columns and hang 
down on bronze leaves from the cornice; the Barberini sun 
blazes above the rich capitals; an elementary knowledge of 
botanv makes it clear that the leaves on the columns are those 
of the laurel—another Barberini emblem—and not the tradi
tional vine. From now on their family history was to be indel
ibly linked with that of the great church. (Haskell, 1963, p. 35)

U rban VIII was the  ideal pa tron . He paid well and on time; 
not all pa trons  did. Being cultivated, familiar with the e lab 
orately coded m ean ings of the period 's  painting, he could 
partic ipate  in planning decorative schem es like the above, 
which celebrated  appropria te  religious subjects  while ex
pressing secular, political, and  dynastic  meanings, the icon- 
ographic  gam es which m arked  a m an  of wit and learning. A 
good pa tron  also had access to the best places to pa in t—the 
most im p o rtan t  churches  and  the m ost im portan t parts  of 
those churches, places w here  everyone would see one 's  
work. That helped artists develop a reputation, which freed 
them  from tiresom e or difficult patrons. W hen an artist had  a 
good reputation, o thers  would be eager to pay him to paint 
their palaces and churches. Families and religious orders
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com peted  for Bernini's services, and  his work appeared  in 
the m ost spec tacu lar  places.

To pay well and  on time, a pa tron  had  to he personally rich 
or have access to the wealth of the church; popes w ere  su 
perior patrons, often com bining family and Vatican wealth 
so tha t they could continue spending and  paying even when 
the R om an  econom y declined. Of course, when the pope 
died and  w as replaced by one from a different family, 
nephews and  relatives of the late pope often lost the ability to 
pay so well and  so promptly, along with their  church  offices.

The im portance  of a pa tron 's  taste  and  learning becom es 
clear w hen we consider people w ho  did not have it and  did 
not behave in the wavs envisioned in the conventional ar- 
rangem ents . As the pow er and  wealth of the papal state 
declined, w ealthy businessm en took up the prerogatives of 
patronage: “It was, indeed, looked upon as a necessary a p 
purtenance  of aristocratic  status, and  m ay often have had 
little to do with appreciation  or understanding" (Haskell, 
1963, pp. 247-48). But these nouveaux riches differed from the 
older patrons. Lacking the older pa trons ' traditional culture, 
the new pa trons  did not w ant pictures based  on mythology 
and  e labora te  religious symbolism, requiring an education  
they m ay not have had. They preferred  pictures of everyday 
life, and  Haskell notes that:

a desire for the more picturesque aspects of “reality" in art 
has linked the uninitiated connoisseurs of many different civ
ilizations, and has been met by artists ranging from the 
sublime to the abysmal. (Haskell, 1963, p. 132)

To look at realistic p ictures of the life a round  you requires no 
special training, for it relies on knowledge any com peten t 
m em b er  of the society has. You can adm ire  the skill with 
which tha t life is rendered , the vitality and  tru thfu lness  of the 
representa tion . Instead  of paintings of the Fates, the Virtues, 
the Doctors of the Church, and  little angels, the new patrons 
preferred  topics like these:

Men at work—the cakeseller with his ring-shaped loaves; the 
water-carrier outside the walls of the town; the tobacconist 
filling the pipes of resting soldiers; the peasant feeding his
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horses; the smith. Men at play—gulping down a quick drink at 
the inn but still on horseback to save time; dancing the tar
antella before a group of admiring spectators; playing morra 
in an old cave; dressed in brilliant costumes for the carnival 
procession. Or a sudden glimpse of violence as the dandified 
brigand—plumed hat gay against the stormy sky, pistol about 
to fire—rides into the farm and terrorizes the stable lad and his 
dog. (Haskell, 1963, p. 132)

Painters in this popu lar  style did not appeal to the m ore  
conservative and  traditional noble patrons. But there were 
fewer such  pa trons  and  they spent less of the m oney being 
spen t for paintings, so paintings based on their class-bound 
cultivation and  learning a ttrac ted  ta lented pain ters  less and 
less.

In short, a pa tronage  system m akes an im m edia te  co n 
nection betw een w hat the pa tron  w ants  and unders tands  and 
w hat the artist docs. Patrons pay, and  they d ic ta te—not every 
note or b rush  stroke, but the  b road  outlines and the m atte rs  
tha t  concern  them . They choose artists w ho provide what 
they want. In an efficient pa tronage  system, artists and p a 
trons share  conventions and  an  aesthetic  through which they 
can coopera te  to p roduce  work, the pa trons  providing su p 
port and  direction, the artists creativity and  execution.

The Italian exam ple  gives us the  basic d im ensions within 
which pa tronage  system s vary in different societies. Many 
w ealthy classes share  no body of values and traditions of the 
kind tha t  inform ed the Italian baroque. Their m em bers  can 
express their “nobility" by supporting  artists, but cannot 
coopera te  in the p roduction  of works which express, justify, 
and  celebrate  their position and class. The patron  who su p 
ported  Marcel D ucham p supported  the production  of a 
series of esoteric objects which, w hatever their meaning, p ro 
vided no easily unders tood  support  for the p a t ro n ’s social 
position. It gave the  pa tron  entry  into the otherwise closed 
and  esoteric world of con tem porary  a rt  and  access to rank, 
o r  at least partic ipation, in a world whose own system of rank 
was independen t of the larger society’s, depending  instead 
on the  shared  taste  of practitioners of the art, and  perhaps  
only a small segm ent of those. Rockefellers and Guggen-
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heims use their econom ic and  social resources to erect 
m onum en ts  to themselves, in the  form of m a jo r  m useum s of 
con tem porary  avant-garde art. But the art in those m useum s 
em bodies the ideologies of con tem porary  art m ovem ents, 
and  the pa trons  show their rank  in those system s by a culti
vated knowledge of art esoterica. (Rem em ber, in contrast, 
tha t in baroque  Italy pain ters  learned the ideology, sym bol
ism, and  aesthetic  of people who, at the top of the social 
hierarchy, could afford to support them.)

Patronage differs in the perform ing arts, w here  the costs of 
con tem porary  perform ing  arts  organizations—symphonies, 
operas, repertory  theaters, and  ballet—are so great no one 
pa tron  can  cover them . As a result, the people who might 
patronize individual painters  or writers collaborate to sup 
port these organizations, and  the coordination of tha t collab
oration necessitates an  e laborate  parapherna lia  of boards 
and  auxiliaries to carry on the required  fund raising. Patrons 
of these m a jo r  cultural enterprises give enough to m ain tain  a 
continuous flow of perfo rm ances  and  the prepara tion  of new 
productions. They get no collectable objects to display as 
evidence of the ir  taste and  seriousness, b u t  their nam es  a p 
pear in program s, and  they som etim es get credit for financ
ing a new production  (e.g., of an opera  or ballet), and  thus 
receive a certain am oun t of s ta tus  honor.

C ontem porary  private patrons, then, can  afford to be the 
m odels  of enlightened generosity Haskell describes as the 
ideal patron. They have the money, and  m ost of them  have 
acquired  the esoteric knowledge of con tem porary  art neces
sary to be enlightened in how they spend it. They m ay not, 
however, control the best places to display work for m axi
m u m  public  effect unless they are, as m any m ajo r  collectors 
of m odern  art are, m a jo r  officers of and  donors  to im por
tan t  m useum s. Som e collectors—Guggenheim, Whitney, Hir- 
sho rn—have even opened their own m useum s. (Joseph Hir- 
shorn, while he spent enorm ous am oun ts  of m oney on con
tem porary  art, did so in a way tha t cast doub t on w hether  he 
fully partic ipated  in and  unders tood  the aesthetic  involved; 
he might, for instance, buy the entire contents of an artist 's  
s tudio in a tw enty-m inute  visit.)

G overnm ental patrons, on the o ther hand, can display
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work in im portan t and  accessible places. W hen governm ents  
com m ission  art w orks for purposes  of display or co m m em 
oration, artists  can som etim es depend  on officials as a 
source of support.  But in governm ent m any  items have a 
higher priority than  art, so this is a shaky source. In addition, 
governm ent officials usually have to  answ er to superiors, 
w ho (especially if they are popularly  elected) m ay  not have 
sophisticated  tastes or, if they do, m ay answ er to constit
uencies which do not. For these reasons, official com m is
sions generally go to those practicing artists w ho m ost clearly 
rep resen t established values and  artistic styles. (See Moulin, 
1967, pp. 265-84.) As a result, w ork defined as politically 
radical, obscene, sacrilegious, or too different from conven
tional definitions of w hat constitu tes art receives little gov
e rn m en t  support  anywhere.

Despite these constraints , m any  governm ents  have been 
responsible for m a jo r  con tem porary  works. In such cases, 
specialized officials, “enlightened" in H askell’s sense, sh a r
ing the conventions and  aesthetic  of artists in the co n tem 
porary  painting and  sculp ture  world, take over the day-to- 
day  workings of the bureaucracies  which adm in is ter  funds 
app rop ria ted  for art. They insulate artists from some, though 
not all, d irect political pressure. Andre Malraux, while he was 
m inister of cu lture  in the French governm ent, exemplifies 
the type.

Som eth ing  similar happens  in business pa tronage  of the 
arts, a lthough there, as H ans H aacke  (1976, 1978) has shown, 
choices are m ad e  and  justified as exercises in public relations 
and co rpora te  image building and  therefore  are usually quite  
conservative, designed to p roduce  a positive effect on the 
greatest n u m b e r  of people. The thinking that inform s co r
pora te  pa tronage  is exemplified in these quota tions  H aacke 
gleaned from the rem arks  of som e im portan t officials about 
the relations betw een  art and business:

My appreciation and enjoyment of art are esthetic rather 
than intellectual.

1 am not really concerned with what the artist means; it is 
not an intellectual operation—it is what I feel.

Nelson Rockefeller
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But the significant thing is that increasing recognition in 
the business world that the arts are not a thing apart,

that they have to do with all aspects of life, including 
business—
that they are, in fact essential to business.

Frank Stanton

EXXON's support of the arts serves the arts as a social 
lubricant.

And if business is to continue in big cities, it needs a lubri
cated environment.

Robert Kingsley,
Department of Public Affairs, EXXON Corporation

( Q u o t e d  in H a a c k e ,  1976, p p .  116, 117, a n d  120)

W hen con tem porary  pa trons  have such ideas abou t art, they 
com e into frequen t conflict with artists and  o ther co n tem 
porary  art world participants, who, m ore liberal politically, 
typically view the correct relation betw een governm ent, 
business, and  the  arts  differently. Haacke\s polls of people 
visiting an avant-garde New York gallery show that they are 
m ore  left in their  politics and  m ore  adven tu rous  in their  taste  
than  the people who provide the m a jo r  support for public 
art. Seventy percent of the visitors to a typical con tem po
rary a rt  gallery have a professional interest in art. Seventy- 
six percent th ink artists and  m useum  staff should be rep re 
sented  on the board  of trustees of art m useum s (an idea 
such boards  have resisted strongly). Seventy-four percent 
supported  McGovern in the 1972 U.S. election. Sixty-seven 
percent think the  interests of profit-oriented business are 
incom patib le  with the com m on  good. Sixty-six percen t have 
incom es below S20,000 a year and 81 percent th ink U.S. tax
ation policy favors large incomes. No m ore  than  15 percent 
th ink  tha t any New York art m useum  would exhibit works 
critical of the p resen t U.S. governm ent. Forty-nine percent 
consider themselves liberal, and  19 percent, radical (Haacke, 
1976, pp. 14-36). In short, the public for con tem porary  art 
believes tha t the work it is m ost interested in is ultimately 
controlled by people who have a view of the art enterprise  
con trad ic tory  to their  own.
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G overnm ent patronage, d iscussed later, differs with the 
charac te r  of the regime. I only w ant to note here that the 
governm ent m ay  have a monopoly over the m eans of making 
and  distributing work. In that case, the state is no longer one 
of several possible sources of financing; it is the only one, and 
work does not get done w ithout its help. In a n u m b er  of 
countries, while literature and music are in the hands  of 
privately ow ned  firms, the state  controls the film industry, 
directly or th rough  financial support. The regime m ay think 
films a g rea te r  threat to political stability, since they reach 
m ore  people than  written materials, or only the state  m ay be 
able to aggregate  enough m oney to finance a respectable- 
looking film. In som e countries, of course, the state  m ain 
tains as a m a tte r  of course  a m onopoly  over all form s of 
com m unica tion  and  enterprise. One might then describe the 
arts as a state-controlled industry  ra ther  than  speak of state 
patronage.

PUBLIC SALE

U nder this kind of system, artists m ake works which are 
sold or d is tr ibu ted  publicly. Typically, professional in te rm e
diaries opera te  organizations which sell works or tickets to 
pe rfo rm ances  to anyone with the m oney to buy them. Some 
relatively simple s ta tem ents  suggest the basic workings of 
public-sale systems. (1) Effective dem and  is genera ted  by 
people who will spend  m oney for art. (2) W hat they dem an d  
is w hat they have learned to enjoy and  want, and  that is a 
resu lt of their education  and  experience. (3) Price varies with 
dem an d  and  quantity. (4) The works the system handles  are 
those it can distribute  effectively enough to stay in operation. 
(5) Enough artists will p roduce  works the system can effec
tively distribute  that it can  continue to operate. (6) Artists 
whose work the distribution system cannot o r  will not handle  
find o th e r  m eans  of distribution; alternatively, their work 
achieves m inim al or no distribution.

We can apply the three  criteria  painters applied to patrons 
to public-sale systems. W hat kind of financial support do 
they provide for people m aking art works? How do they
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bring together audiences who share  the conventions and  
taste that en te r  into the m aking of the works? How do they 
provide for the public display of the artist 's  work, thus 
contribu ting  to the building of reputations  an d  careers? 
R em em ber  tha t  the in term ediaries who run  these organiza
tions in tend to keep the process of production  an d  d is tr ibu
tion m ore  or less orderly and  predictable, so that they can 
continue their  operations and thus continue to serve both 
audiences and  artists while profiting themselves. The o p er
ating public-sale systems serve some artists well, providing 
support, con tac t w ith an audience with taste, and  o p p o r tu 
nities for the effective public display of their work. They do 
less well for artists w hose work d o esn ’t quite  fit the system, 
and very badly for artists whose work d o esn ’t fit at all.

In som e system s an en trep reneu r  invests in a stock of 
w ork by one or m ore  artists and  provides a place where 
prospective buyers can inspect it and  possibly buy it. In the 
perform ing  arts  variant, an en trep reneu r  invests in the p ro 
duction  of perform ances, usually by investing in their p re p 
aration  or, alternately, by guaranteeing  a m in im um  take, 
and  then sells tickets. In e ither case, in term ediaries m ake 
enough  on som e of w hat they offer to enable  them  to con
tinue to offer a variety. We can call relatively small-scale 
versions of this system a gallery-dealer type or, speaking of 
the  perform ing  arts, an  im presario  system. These small-scale 
system s typically distribute  works conceived as unique. At 
the o ther  extrem e, an  en trep ren eu r  invests in the production  
of m any  copies of a work in tended for m ass distribution, in a 
way typical of the recording  industry, films, and  book 
publishing. We can call these systems, following Paul Hirsch 
(1972), cu lture  industries.

Dealers
Haskell (1963) and  H arr ison  and  Cynthia W hite (1965) 

describe  the shift from systems of pa tronage  to system s 
dom ina ted  by dealers, galleries, and  critics. In eighteenth- 
and  n ineteenth-century  Italy and  France, large num bers  of 
w ealthy  m erchan ts  and  o ther  business people becam e in ter
ested in acquiring paintings for their own en joym ent and  as

!
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m arks  of the cultivation and  taste  appropria te  to the social 
position they aspired  to. Simultaneously, m any people had 
becom e artists, hoping  for the successful careers  pa tronage 
m ade  possible. U nder patronage, public exhibits were not 
com m on  and, when held, b rought together eno rm ous  n u m 
bers of canvases for a relatively short time so tha t po ten 
tial pa trons  could see w hom  they w anted  to take on as p ro 
teges; in the case of the Paris Salon, the state  aw arded  
prizes which helped pa trons  m ake  their choices.

But m ore  painters  w an ted  pa trons  than  the system could 
accom m odate .  White and  White (1965) estim ate  that in 
France, a round  1863, th ree  thousand  recognized male pa in t
ers in Paris and  an o th e r  thousand  in the provinces tu rned  
out, every ten years, approxim ately  two h und red  thousand  
repu tab le  canvases (p. 83).

the system never developed, within its own confines, the abil
ity to place this hoard of unique objects for pay. Not all 
paintings had to be placed, of course, nor were they placed by 
the alternative system of dealers and critics that was evolving. 
But enough of them had to be placed to give the artist some 
semblance of the regular income necessitated by his own 
middle-class view of himself.

A much larger market for paintings was needed and could be 
mobilized. . . . The dealers recognized, encouraged, and ca
tered to new social markets. . . . There were enough, and 
sufficiently varied, potential buyers so that one had to think in 
terms of markets rather than individuals (White and White, 
1965, pp. 88, 94)

Visual art is now sold alm ost entirely through an in te rna
tional netw ork  of such dealers. Dealers (according to Mou- 
lin's classic [1967] study of the a rt  market, on which the 
following discussion heavily relies) in tegrate  the artist into 
the society 's econom y by transform ing  aesthetic  value into 
econom ic value, thus  m aking  it possible for artists to live by 
their art work. Dealers usually specialize in e ither "conse
cra ted" art o r  co n tem pora ry  art. Their style of doing business 
and  the econom ic  contingencies of their operations  vary 
accordingly:
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Whether these dealers [in consecrated art] specialize in Old 
Masters or in modern painting, lrom the masters of impres
sionism to the masters of the 20th century, the works put on 
sale possess, on the cultural plane, the status of legitimacy
and, on the economic plane, the status of assured value----

Their artistic choices have as a basis the choices already 
made by history. Errors of judgment occur only at the level of 
the identification and authentication of works. (Moulin, 1967, 
pp. 99-100, my translation)

Even if such  works fall out of critical favor, their  undeniable  
im portance  in the history of art assures their continuing 
value. That value is fu rther  supported  by the forever limited 
supply; a dead  artist will paint no more canvases, a lthough 
m ore  m ay be discovered and  further  dead  artists m ay be 
(and often are) added  to the list of those w hose work has 
historic im portance  (see Moulin, 1967, pp. 424-41).

In contrast, the supply of con tem porary  paintings has  no 
limit. Dealing in con tem porary  w ork requires an  en trep re 
neur, som eone willing to take risks: "The innovative dealer 
bets on an unknow n  work; his objective is to give it a p u b 
lic existence and  im pose it on the m arke t"  (Moulin, 1967, 
p. 118, my translation). But how can the en trep reneu r  know 
w hether  the work and artist he bets on, and recom m ends  to 
others, will be accep ted  by the public? No one can know7 for 
sure, until history has  spoken  th rough  the actions of o thers  
which susta in  his ju d g m en t and  cause an  increase in the 
prices of the work. Innovative dealers thus  find that their 
aesthetic  and  financial judgm en ts  and activities are th o r 
oughly mixed. Further, they cannot, and  do not, wait for 
history to speak; they actively try to persuade  the others 
w hose actions will m ake history. They do this th rough  their 
galleries.

A gallery consists of: a dealer, who ordinarily  has a p e r 
m an en t location in which to display art works to prospective 
buyers; a g roup  of artists (often referred  to as the dealer 's  
"stable"), w ho produce  the  work to be sold; a g roup  of 
buyers, who support the gallery th rough  regular purchases; 
a critic o r  critics, w ho help, th rough  published explanations 
and evaluations, to  build up an  interest in and  a m arket for
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the  w orks of the gallery's artists; and  a large group of gallcry- 
goers, w ho a ttend  openings, com e to see shows, and gener
ally diffuse interest in the gallery's artists by talking about 
them  and  recom m end ing  shows to others. Potential buyers 
o f  the work do not share  an aesthetic  and  body of conven- 
tional knowledge with artists, both  because  they com e from  
less cu ltured  classes than  pa trons and  because the culture of 
the art world has becom e increasingly esoteric and profes
sionalized, devoted  to the exploration of p rob lem s growing 
out of its own tradition  (see Kubler, 1962).

Dealers typically specialize in a style or school of art. 
"Their" artists have som eth ing  in com m on, so tha t people 
who com e to the  gallery can expect to see work which de
pends m ore  or less on the sam e or related assum ptions  and 
conventions. S teady a ttendance  at a gallery’s exhibitions 
teaches you how to apprecia te  that style—w hat its possibil
ities are, w h a t  experiences you c an  have in viewing it, facts 
abou t the artists and  their background, and  its philosophical 
or aesthetic  intentions and underp innings (contained in wall 
labels and  catalogues). Gallerygoers w ho identify themselves 
as potential purchasers  get personalized lessons from the 
gallery staff, w ho  analyze the work of individual artists and 
even individual paintings or sculptures, suggest their rela
tionship to o th e r  im portan t  or cu rren t styles or schools, and 
discuss the aesthetics of the work, sim ultaneously  perhaps 
discussing w here  you might put a particu lar w ork in your 
hom e, how  you might w ant to pay for it, and  how it would fit 
in with o ther works you already own.

These lessons in how to apprecia te  the w ork of a gallery’s 
artists build on a g roundw ork  laid by critics and  aestheti- 
cians. Aestheticians (as the next ch ap te r  shows) deal with 
the basic philosophical positions which justify w ork  of one 
o r  an o th e r  kind as legitimate art, suitable for appreciation. 
Critics opera te  at a m ore m u n d an e  level, discussing the 
day-to-day affairs of the art world they are part of, cu rren t 
events—shows, m a jo r  acquisitions, and  changes of style— 
which affect reputations  and  the prices of work, and  p a r 
ticular theories of painting which inform some picture or 
g roup  of them. White and  White (1965) cite a representative
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exam ple  of the criticism which explained impressionist pa in t
ing to the  French art-buying public:

In the field of color, they have made a genuine discovery 
whose origin cannot be found elsewhere. . . . The discovery 
properly consists in having recognized that full light decolor
izes tones, that sunlight reflected by objects tends, by virtue of 
its clarity, to bring them back to the luminous unity which 
dissolves its seven spectral rays into a single colorless reful
gence, which is fight. From intuition to intuition, they have 
succeeded . . .  in splitting the light into its beams, its elements, 
and in recomposing its unity by means of the general har
mony of the colors of the spectrum which they spread on their 
canvases . . . (Edmond Duranty, cited in White and White, 
1965, p. 120)

Such rem arks would help a person who still valued Aca
dem ic  history painting to see w hat there was to like in pa in t
ings which had  no fam ous people in them, com m em ora ted  
no im portan t  events, and expressed no im portan t  patriotic 
or religious values.

Critical writing is especially influential when it explains 
clearly w hat the previous s tandard  was, and  how the new 
work now shows tha t tha t  s tan d a rd  was too  constricted  and 
that there are in fact o ther  things to enjoy. John  Szarkow'ski, 
an im portan t  ta s tem aker  in photography, thus explains why 
Robert Frank 's  book, The Am ericans, was disliked when it 
first appea red  in 1958 and  w hat one m ight see in it by giving 
up the then  conventional view:

the angriest responses to The Americans came from photog
raphers and photography specialists . . .  who recognized how 
profound a challenge Frank's work was to the standards of 
photographic style—photographic rhetoric—that were in large 
part shared even by photographers of very different philo
sophical postures. These standards called for a precise and 
unambiguous description of surface, volume, and space; it was 
in these qualities that the seductiveness, the physical beauty, 
of photography lay. (Szarkowski, 1978, p. 20)

The Americans— Frank's searing personal view of this country 
during the Eisenhower years—was . . . based on a sophisti
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cated social intelligence, quick eves, and a radical understand
ing of the potentials of the small camera, which depended on 
good drawing rather than on elegant tonal description (Szar- 
kowski, 1978, p. 17)

Critics frequently  m ake the sam e discoveries gallery ow n
ers make, and  the two groups collaborate  to p rom ote  those 
pain ters  an d  sculptors w hose innovations they find a t t ra c 
tive and  critically acceptable. The dealers show the work, 
and  the critics provide the reasoning which m akes it a ccep t
able and  w orth  appreciating. Both groups  often purchase  
the new work they are in terested  in for their own collections. 
It w ould  be surpris ing if they did not, since they originally 
chose it, at least in part, because they  found it a ttractive 
and  though t it likely to be im portan t  in the developm ent 
of painting, as well as because  they w anted  to help the as 
yet relatively unknow n artists by buying their work.

Dealers need  people who will not only apprecia te  the work 
they  present, bu t also buy it and  keep it—collectors. Most 
people w ho like con tem porary  a rt  do not actually buy it. One 
of H aacke 's  polls of gallerygoers shows that only 18 percen t 
have spen t m ore  than  two thousand  dollars buying art 
(Haacke, 1976, p. 46). Dealers try to train apprecia to rs  to be 
collectors. That m eans adding  to appreciation of the work 
such e lem ents  as pride and confidence in displaying one's 
taste, the confidence showing in the expenditu re  involved 
and  the willingness to let o thers  know you have m ade  it. 
R aym ondc  Moulin (1967, pp. 190-225) outlines the diversity 
of collectors’ motives, from cultural snobbery  and sheer 
financial speculation to a deep engrossm ent in painting for 
its own sake, as well as the  collecting m ania  described in 
fictional detail by Evan S. Connell, Jr. (1974). She points out 
how the confounding  of econom ic and  aesthetic  values a p 
pears  even in the behavior of the speculator:

The speculator makes two bets, intimately connected in the 
short run, one on the aesthetic value, the other on the eco
nomic value of the works he buys, each of the two guaran
teeing the other. To win this double bet is to confirm oneself 
simultaneously as an economic actor and a cultural actor. 
(Moulin, 1967, p. 219, my translation)
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Playing on such  m ixtures of motives, dealers (aided bv the 
writings of critics) a ttrac t an audience, a clientele interested 
in the work they show. The buyers, enjoying the w orks as 
they have learned to, com m unica te  to others, both  in their 
talk and  by the exam ple  of their own acquisitions, the possi
bilities of the  new  style or school, thus  m aking the dealer's  
a rgum en ts  m ore  persuasive.

Art works are now universally regarded  as an  im portan t  
m eans  of investm ent. Wisely chosen art works appreciate  
substantially, som etim es doing be tter  than  m ore conven
tional alternatives. But, as Moulin (1967, pp. 462-76) shows, 
w hen  the U.S. stock m arket d ropped  dram atically  in 1962, 
American collectors sold off' their  paintings and  p roduced  an 
even m ore  d ram atic  depreciation in the prices of c o n tem 
porary7 paintings, both in New York and  in Paris. The prices 
of historically legitimated paintings dropped  m uch  less.

As a result, investing in con tem porary  art requires expert 
advice if it is to be done wisely. Successful critics and  dealers, 
repu ted  to have a good eye for aesthetic (and therefore 
economic) value, shape  their c lients’ taste and, by so doing, 
ensure  tha t their  own investm ents  in artists w ho are not fully 
established becom e and  rem ain  profitable. The m ore  people 
they convince of the artistic merits  of "their" artists, the 
m ore  valuable their own holdings. Dealers thus  find it a d 
vantageous to  hold on to the work of artists just becom ing 
known. It will be w orth  m ore  as the pain ter 's  reputa tion  
grows.

Because a rt  works have econom ic value, som e of the dis
tribution sys tem ’s work deals directly with the p roblem s that 
creates. One crucial p roblem  is establishing the authenticity  
of the w ork being sold. This m atters  little w hen the artist is 
con tem porary  and  unknow n—who would fake the work?— 
bu t becom es very im portan t  w hen larger sum s are  involved, 
or w hen  the artist is dead  or canno t rem em b er  for sure 
creating  the work in question. In such situations, experts 
collaborate  with dealers, applying the m ethods of art histor
ical research  to au then tica te  particu lar  w orks and  the m e th 
ods of aesthetics to decide the relative w^orth of artists, 
works, and  entire schools. They use m ethods  of stylistic a n 
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alysis to decide w hether  a Titian is a real Titian. The con
struction of a provenance, a step-by-step tracing of the ow n
ership  of a work, can serve the sam e purpose. Such experts  
as B ernard  Bercnson collaborated with dealers like Joseph 
Duveen to p e rsuade  a generation of rich Americans who 
knew little about art to spend fortunes on works the expert 
guaran teed  as au thentic ; at the sam e time, Berenson was 
putting  the  m ethods  of system atic  a ttr ibution  on a sound and 
defensible basis. These scholarly techniques are now a s tan 
dard  part of the value-creating activity of a com m unity  of 
dealers, critics, scholars, and collectors.

In short, dealers, critics, and  collectors develop a consen
sus abou t the w orth  of work and how it can be appreciated. 
W hen tha t happens, we may say tha t  the dealer has created  
or tra ined an audience for the work he handles, an audience  
as cultivated with respect to that body of w ork as an Italian 
nob lem an  or pope was with respect to baroque  painting. 
They know and  unders tand  it, and the pain ter can  paint for 
them , sure in the knowledge tha t they will apprec ia te  his 
insights, wit, and  technical achievements.

Such a dealer, of course, m ust also have artists w ho create  
the work. A dealer actively collects artists, and  encourages 
them  to p roduce  sufficient work to allow him to build up an 
interest am ong  the gallery's s teady clientele. M arcia Bystryn 
(1978) has suggested a division of labor am ong  galleries in 
the con tem porary  New York painting world. One type spon 
sors large num bers  of relatively unknow n artists, giving them  
a first chance  at being seen by serious critics and  collectors. 
The second type chooses from this group those who have 
received som e encouragem ent, whose w ork  has been well 
received critically and  bought bv a few im portan t collectors. 
Dealers, and  their requ irem ents  for a steady supply of work to 
be shown and  sold, create  som e im portan t constra in ts  on 
artists. They often suggest the kinds of work that might con
stitute an  app rop ria te  next step for the artist, and  are a 
certain source of pressure  to produce work in sufficient 
quan tity  to sustain  both the gallery (the gallery's artists to 
gether m ust p roduce  sufficient w ork  to allow for a co n 
tinuous schedule  of exhibitions) and  the a r t is t’s career (an
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artist who is not p roducing  m uch  work is no longer, in some 
sense, a practicing artist, a t least not one who can  play a 
serious role in a gallery's operations). The two types of 
galleries, between them , produce  a steady supply  of artists 
willing to risk their time, energy, and  reputations  m aking 
work that m ay or m ay not be taken seriously, develop an 
audience  sufficient to support the artists' work, and  produce  
repu ta tions  tha t ratify a position in the system of esteem  of 
the art world. Between them, they w eed out aspiring artists, 
encouraging  some to greater production  and  m ore confi
dence in their own work, suggesting to o thers  tha t they  have 
gone as far as they are likely to go. (A m ore  complex typology 
of galleries can  be found  in Moulin, 1967, pp. 89-149.)

Although dealers have little trouble recruiting aspiring a r t
ists (in fact, it is aspiring artists who have trouble  finding 
dealers), they often have trouble keeping them. As with all 
relations with support  personnel, artists find dealers a mixed 
blessing. On the one hand, dealers do things m ost artists 
would like som eone else to do. Moulin quotes  a French 
painter:

To be honest, I have to say that we're always on the lookout 
for a dealer, in order to get away from the administrative 
work, the publicity that the dealer takes charge of, in order to 
protect myself, in order not to have to entertain collectors. It's 
a lost day when a collector comes, three hours lost beforehand 
from anxiety; then, if he doesn't like things, you're annoyed, 
or if he does, you're excited. A painter can't be everywhere. 
(Moulin, 1967, p. 333, my translation)

More im portan t,  because  a young pain ter m ay be regarded 
as a good investm ent, well-established dealers m ake artists 
"theirs," acquire  a m onopoly  on the sale of their work by 
contrac ting  for their entire ou tpu t in re turn  for a m onthly 
stipend on which the pa in ter  can  live, work, and  buy m a te 
rials. Finally, the dealer, by virtue of his specialized business 
skills and connections in the m arket, knows, as the artist does 
not, how to transla te  aesthetic  value into econom ic value. 
Moulin cites the case of Jacques  Villon. Although well know n 
and  respected, his work did not sell. W hen he was almost



117 ♦ D I S T R I B U T I N G  A R T  W O R K S

seventy the dealer Louis Carre began to handle his work and, 
th rough  a carefully organized series of shows, raised the 
price of Villon’s paintings from hundreds  to h u nd reds  of 
th o u san d s  of francs (Moulin, 1967, pp. 329-33).

On the o ther  hand, dealers do not always pay w hat they 
owe. Their business is sensitive to the fluctuations of the 
econom ic situation, and when things get bad they m ay c an 
cel contracts . Dealers who are not well established m ay have 
trouble  paying artists; artists m ay  have trouble recovering 
unsold  work (see the detailed accoun t of such  an incident in 
H aber, 1975). More im portant, as Moulin points out, the 
econom ic interests of artist and  dealer often diverge. A 
dealer will often w ant to hold a work for years while its value 
grows, bu t the pa in te r  w ants  the w ork  shown, purchased , 
and placed w here  he can  benefit from its being discussed by 
an aud ience  which apprec ia tes  w hat he is doing and  can  
con tribu te  useful ideas and  criticism. Finally, the  artist w ants 
his repu ta t ion  to grow as m uch  as possible as quickly as 
possible, but the dealer may find it m ore advan tageous to 
wait for the work s long-term appreciation. Artists with good 
repu ta tions  m ay  look for o ther dealers w ho will m ake better 
terms.

The gallery-dealer system is intim ately connected  to the 
institution of the m useum . M useum s becom e the final repos
itory of the work which originally en ters  circulation through 
dealers, final in  two senses: (1) w ork  tha t  en ters  a m useum  
collection usually stays there, e ither because the gift o r  be 
quest which b rought it there  requires that or because, having 
s taked  their  repu ta tions  as connoisseurs on the acquisition 
of certain  works, m useum  officials do  not w an t to adm it they 
were w rong by selling the  work, at least not until sufficient 
time has gone bv so tha t they are  not the ones responsible; 
(2) W hen a m u seu m  shows and  purchases  a work, it gives it 
the highest kind of institutional approval available in the 
con tem porary  visual arts  world; no m ore can happen  that 
will m ake that w ork m ore  im portan t  or allow it to add more 
than  it a lready has to the artist 's  reputation.

The u ltim ate  control of m u seu m s rests in the h an d s  of the 
trustees, who provide m uch  of the m oney with which they
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operate. Even public m useum  trustees, in political systems 
tha t  allow for private accum ulation  of wealth and  property, 
usually represen t the wealthiest classes, because they can  
assist the  m useum  with gifts of m oney and  art, and  usually  
do, in re turn  for positions of control. Vera Zolberg (1974) has 
shown, in her analysis of the developm ent of the Chicago Art 
Institute, tha t  rich pa trons originally exerted direct control 
over the m useum 's  affairs, taking a h an d  in acquisitions, 
displays, and  o ther artistic m atters . They later put control 
into the hands  of academ ically  tra ined art historians, who 
had be tte r  in form ation  abou t w hat was "really” valuable and 
im portan t  than  could part-tim e connoisseurs. Finally, as 
m useum s becam e increasingly large and  complicated, and 
as the  notion tha t  adm inis tra tion  is an  art transferab le  from 
one situation to ano ther  gained ground, pa trons (and the 
Chicago Art Institu te  exemplifies the trend) pu t control into 
the  hands  of tra ined  adm inistra tors , who m ay have had  no 
previous experience in the arts.

These shifts in the control of m useum s do not m ean  tha t 
artists have no trouble  with m useum s. Like dealers, m useum  
directors, and  the trustees they  w ork for, have interests 
which m ay differ from  those of the artists; to m ake m atters  
m ore  com plicated , m useum  staff m ay  act in w hat they th ink 
are the  t ru s tees ’ interests, even though  the trustees m ay have 
no such interests. Thus, m any m useum s showed obvious 
re luctance  (especially during the Vietnam W ar and  related 
events of the 1960s) to exhibit openly political con tem porary  
art, a t a time w hen  artists were becom ing m ore openly polit
ical. In an  exem plary  case, on the invitation of a cu ra to r  of 
the Guggenheim  M useum, H ans  H aacke had  p repared  a 
piece which traced  an d  displayed the pa ttern  of ow nership  of 
slum properties  on New York's Lower East Side. The director 
of the m useum , insisting tha t the work w as "political,” 
canceled the show; this led to the firing of the cu ra to r  in
volved, a boycott of the m useum  by m any  con tem porary  
artists, and (perhaps) to H aacke 's  la ter piece detailing the 
co rpora te  connections and  activities of the m useum 's  
trustees. (See H aacke, 1976, for the  details.) The case w as an 
odd  one, since none of the trustees had  anv interest in slum
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properties  o r  the kind of people w ho ow ned them, and p re 
sum ably  would not have objected  to the exposure  of those 
activities in the work. The professionals who adm inister 
these institutions are apparen tly  m ore  wary of offending 
trustees than  they need be, preferring not to ru n  unnecessary  
risks.

The control of m useum s by w ealthy people has more 
subtle effects on their contents, though these  effects are not 
easy to pinpoint. The au thors  of the Anti-Catalog  (Catalog 
Committee, 1977) p roduced  an analysis of the W hitney M u
seum 's  exhibition of the private collection of Mr. and Mrs. 
John  D. Rockefeller III (shown in 1976, as part  of the U.S. 
celebration  of the national bicentennial), em phasiz ing  the 
degree to which this collection (and, by extension, the m any  
m u seu m  collections it resembles) glorified w ealth .and  busi
ness and  ignored social conflict, m inority groups, and  o ther 
m atters  uncongenia l to the interests and taste of wealthy 
patrons.

Im presarios
Since the perform ing  arts  do not p roduce  objects  which 

can be stored, exhibited, and sold, they distribute  art differ
ently from gallery systems. They resemble them  in that an 
en trep ren eu r  invests time, money, and  energy in assem bling 
m ateria ls  and  bringing them  to  potential audiences. They 
differ in selling the audience  not objects, but tickets to see 
som eth ing  done. Objects can  be sold after potential buyers 
see them ; perfo rm ances  m ust be presold. The im presario  
undertakes  to sell enough tickets for the perfo rm ance  to 
bring profit to him and  a living to the perform ing  artists (or at 
least an  incom e sufficient to allow m ore work to be done) and 
to create  an audience which will apprecia te  the work and 
rew ard  the artists with an  increased reputation.

Im presarios  undertake  to do w hatever is necessary  to 
ga ther  an audience  in an  appropria te  place for the perfor
m ance  to occur. They rent the space the perfo rm ance  will 
take  place in, do the necessary advertising, sell tickets, h a n 
dle finances, and  m ake sure that necessary auxiliary person
nel (e.g., technicians an d  ushers) are there. They typically
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guaran tee  artists a certain m in im um  fee, pe rhaps  against a 
percentage of the gross, which is where the risk com es in; if 
the perfo rm ance  does not d raw  a large enough audience, 
the en trep reneu r  loses the difference between the a r t is t’s fee 
plus his costs and  w hat he has actually taken in.

Much of w hat has been said abou t dealers and galleries 
applies to impresarios. They provide the opportun ity  to dis
play w ork  to an  in form ed and  appreciative audience which 
shares  the  perspective and conventions tha t  inform  the a r t 
ist’s work, and  thereby  produce  sufficient revenue to let the 
work continue. Of necessity, they opera te  som ew hat differ
ently. It takes m ore  people to support  perform ing  art insti
tutions than  galleries, and  im presarios canno t count, as gal
lery ow ners can, on a few buyers to pay  the  expenses for 
exhibitions a t tended  by many. So they m ust create  a larger 
audience tra ined  to enjoy w hat they intend to present. This is 
one reason they try' to sell tickets to a series of events, ra th e r  
than  just to isolated concerts  or plays. People who purchase  
season tickets will not only have paid before they receive 
w hat they  are paying for, but also place them selves in a 
position to receive a series of lessons in w hat the im presario  
offers, w hether  it be avant-garde music o r  dance, classical 
theater, light musical comedies, ch am b er  music, sym phony, 
or opera. One com ponen t of w hat an  audience needs in o rder  
to apprec ia te  particu lar works is experience in the genre they 
represent, and  audience m em bers  get this w hen they buy a 
season ticket.

The im presario  need not be a Sol H urok  or a Bill G raham . 
The en trep reneuria l  function m ay be perform ed by an o r 
ganization—a regional theater, a sym phony  association, or a 
quasi-governm ental organization. Perform ers often act as 
their ow n im presarios, especially in sm aller operations. A 
local thea te r  m ay  do all its own production  work and  take all 
the financial risks (see Lyon, 1974 and  1975). Such groups, 
expecting a relatively small audience, m ake a corresponding  
investm ent.

With larger investm ents, the perfo rm ance  becom es a p ro j
ect to which people com m it themselves for varying kinds 
and  dura tions  of work via the free-lance system discussed in
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the last chapter.  Here the impresario, w ho m akes the co m 
m itm en ts  necessary  to assem ble  the coopera ting  parties, is 
necessary. With the  com m itm en ts  m ade, the p ro jec t p ro 
ceeds, com ing  to fruition in a series of perfo rm ances  which 
recoup  the original investm ent.

Som e of these  organizations have a p e rm an en t  existence: 
for exam ple, theatrical and  dance  com panies, or sym phony 
and  opera  associations. Making up the bulk of their  p ro 
gram s from  well-known works audiences learned  to like long 
ago, they have no problem  assem bling an  audience with 
app rop ria te  tastes. Their difficulties arise w hen  the artists 
w ho  m ak e  up the group, or choose the repertoire, w ant to 
respond  to curren ts  of change in the world of their art and 
perform  m ore  con tem porary  or experim ental works, which 
have no presold audience. That desire arises because  artists 
think tha t by doing w orks of this kind they can m ake be tter  
repu ta tions  for them selves am ong  the peers and  specially 
know ledgeable laypeople to w hom  they are most responsive. 
But because the w ork  is unknow n and experim ental, the 
audience that ordinarily  supports  the organization will c o m 
plain that it is unfam iliar and  difficult. Every large, p e rm a
nent perform ing  arts  group has this problem. Sm aller groups, 
with fewer expenses, can specialize in such work and  draw  
a concom itan tly  sm aller but ded ica ted  presold group of 
aficionados.

An established and  well-known group can  provide the op 
portun ity  for app rop ria te  display of works and  perform ing 
talents  just because  it has an established audience. W hatever 
is done at a concert of the New York Philharm onic or som e 
similar o rchestra  will have achieved the best possible o p 
portunity  a sym phonic  work has to be heard.

Audience m em b ers  who pay for a ticket before they have 
seen o r  heard  w ha t they are paying for m ay feel th a t  they  did 
not get the kind of thing they paid for, that they did not get 
enough of w hat they paid for, or tha t w ha t they got was not as 
good as they expected. All of these complaints, in one way or 
another, rest on an  assum ed shared  basis of conventional 
artistic s tan d a rd s  and  on similarly shared  assum ptions  about 
w hat constitu tes one 's  m oney’s worth. An audience which
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pays the ordinary  full price for a concert or thea te r  piece 
which runs  only thirty  m inutes complains that they have 
been cheated; when an unders tudy  replaces a s ta r  a large 
portion  of the audience w ants  its m oney back; a work that is 
too avant-garde for its audience causes trouble. American 
audiences are polite to m ediocre perform ers, but audiences 
in o ther  countries  can  be very noisy when w hat they hear  or 
see is not up  to the expected s tandard ; the rudeness  of Italian 
opera  audiences is legendary.

Im presarios  have a less personal relationship with the a u 
diences to which they bring perfo rm ances  than  do dealers 
with their clients. But they work in a similar way to teach 
willing pupils w hat m ust be know n to apprecia te  the work 
they distribute. They canno t depend  on an audience which, 
like royal pa trons  of an earlier era, not only supported  
perform ers, bu t knew enough of the a r t ’s conventions to 
perform  along with them. C ontem porary  artists and  a u 
diences do not share  such a class culture. But, as with gal
leries and  paintings, ability to apprecia te  the  perform ing  arts  
signifies a culture  and  sophistication which m any socially 
mobile people have not acquired  elsewhere and m ust learn, 
if they are to learn it, from the people who distribute art. In 
tha t way, the in term ediaries who m anage  the public sale of 
art provide opportunities  for display to an  audience whose 
taste  they have trained, and  thus  provide the integration into 
the society's econom y which allows artists to live from their 
work. (See Zolberg, 1980, for a com parison  of distribution 
system s and  their effects in music and  the visual arts.)

Culture Industries
Paul H irsch (1972) used the term  culture industries to refer 

to "profit-seeking firms producing  cultural p roducts  for 
national [we could add  " in ternational"] d istribution" and  
spoke also of " the  cultural industry  system, com prised  of all 
organizations engaged in the process of filtering new p ro d 
ucts and  ideas as they flow from ‘creative’ personnel in the 
technical subsystem  to the m anagerial, institutional and so
cietal levels of organization" (p. 642). To p a raph rase  his a n 
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alysis, these organizations deal with very large audiences 
that are alm ost totally unknow n to them an d  that therefore 
are unpredic tab le , despite the efforts of m arket researchers 
to fa thom  tha t obscurity. No one knows with any assurance  
w h a t  conventions this m ass audience apprecia tes  and  ac 
cepts, w hat class o r  professional artistic cultural u n d e r
standings might inform  their choices. As a result, artists 
canno t p roduce  o r  in term ediaries  o rder  w ork to suit an  au 
dience 's  taste. H irsch quotes  a spokesm an for the recording 
industry, a classic exam ple  of a culture  industry:

We have made records that appeared to have all the necessary 
ingredients—artist, song, arrangements, promotion, etc.—to
guarantee they wind up as best sellers Yet they fell flat on
their faces. On the other hand we have produced records for 
which only a modest success was anticipated that became 
runaway best sellers. (Brief, 1964, quoted in Hirsch, 1972, 
p. 644)

H irsch  notes, finally, that these industries adop t a n u m b er  of 
strategies to deal with this uncerta in  environm ent, including 
a "proliferation of con tac t m e n "—who distribute  p roduc ts  to 
retailers and  people in the m ass m edia who can influence 
sales—"overproduction  and differential distribution of new 
items," and  "cooptation  of m ass-m edia  gate keepers." The 
m ost characteristic  cu lture  industries in con tem porary  so
cieties are book publishing, the record  business, the film in
dustry, and  radio and  television.

We tend to think of these industries as recent, the results of 
the technical inventions tha t m ad e  m ost of them  possible. In 
fact, all the m a jo r  features  of the type can be found in the 
English publishing industry  of the m iddle and  late n ine
teenth  century. (I have relied heavily in w hat follows on 
Sutherland , 1976.) Victorian publishers  developed a system 
of distribution based  on high prices and  low volume, m uch  of 
any  novel’s sale going to the giant circulating libraries of the 
period. Novels appea red  in three volumes (com m only known 
as " th reedeckers")  and  retailed for a guinea and a half, a very 
high price, which allowed the publisher to break even on
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m inim al sales to booksellers and  jobbers  at large discounts. 
Su therland  cites the case of "an  obscure  and  unsuccessful 
novel of the  period, Zaidee by Mrs. Oliphant, which Black
w ood’s b rought out in 1856. They h ad  1578 copies of this 
w ork p rin ted  at a cost of £ 358. A paltry  496 were sold 
[which] yielded £ 535 10s. So with just two-thirds of the 
stock still on  hand  (1031 copies) [the publisher] had  covered 
his costs." He goes on to say tha t one reason for "the golden 
age of the English novel . . . was the sheer super-abundance  
of the novel in the  period—the fact tha t  publishers could offer 
so large an  invitation to am bitious literary talents" (S u ther
land, 1976, p. 17). That is, it was so easy to at least break  even 
tha t  publishers  could afford to publish a great m any  books, 
and  did. The encouragem en t tha t gave would-be novelists 
led to a proliferation of discovered talent.

This system changed  as people discovered ways of ex
ploiting the  growing literacy and  taste  for fiction of the E ng 
lish public. Su therland  m entions a n u m b er  of m ethods, in
cluding the developm ent of large lending libraries and  
p rom pt reissue of "collected editions" of au thors ' work. Two 
o ther  m e thods—m agazine serialization and  publication of 
the book in m onth ly  p a r ts—allowed a book to be p rin ted  and  
d is tr ibu ted  to the public before it h ad  been completely writ
ten. The a u th o r  and  publisher could then  take account of the 
public response  in the book 's  fu rther  construction. At an 
extrem e, a badly received book could be killed, the rem ain 
ing parts  never written, printed, or distributed. Publishers 
knew when a book was doing badly, because  the sale of the 
serialized parts, o r  the  m agazine  in which they were a p p e a r 
ing, would d rop  off precipitously, beyond the expected 
drop-off of readers who had  given the book a try and  not 
found it interesting. Further, as the book progressed, those 
involved in its m arketing  could suggest, based on their ex
perience in the trade, how to proceed  with the work. In that 
way they exemplified Su therland 's  generalization that:

Many of the great novels of the period which appear to be the 
unaided product of creative genius were often. . . . the out
come of collaboration, compromise or commission. (Suther
land, 1976, p. 6)
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All three represen ted  influential in teractions with the novel
ist’s publisher. As we will see, the results of those inter
actions shaped, and  can be seen in, the novels’ style and 
construction.

Consider som e of the m a jo r  features of this distribution 
system. The aud ience  is unpredictable , and the people who 
p roduce  and  distribute  the artistic work have no real contact 
w ith  it. They m arket the work in large quantities, as with 
books and  records, or through a mechanical system, as with 
radio and  television, so that they  could not, if they tried, 
know audience  m em bers  personally. They thus do not have 
the im m edia te  com m unica tion  with an audience tha t ch a r
acterizes pa tronage  and the gallery-dealer arrangem ent. In 
those systems, m akers  and  dis tributors  talk directly to a u 
dience m em bers , som etim es while the work is in progress, 
and know in detail w hat they think, w hat they respond  to, 
and  w hat they like and  don 't like. In contrast, w hat cu lture
industr ies’ audiences think, w hat reallv moves them  in w hat%*

ways, is som eth ing  no one knows in such a quick and  direct 
way; in fact, for all the devices of audience research, it is 
som eth ing  no one at all knows for sure.

Not knowing who the audience is, artists necessarily m ake 
work w ithout knowing who will consum e it u nder  w hat cir
cum stances  and  with w hat results. As Charles Newm an re
m arked, ‘No serious fiction writer in America today can  tell 
you w ho he is writing fo r” (Newman, 1973, p. 6). Neither can 
any o ther w riter for a m ass m arket, or any m aker  of films. He 
m ay have an audience in mind, but he does not know if the 
one he has in m ind is the one that will read or see the work. 
Rather, artists (and the distributors who handle  their work) 
construct an  im aginary audience  out of fragm ents  of infor
m ation  they assem ble  by various means. Retailers’ cus
tom ers m ay tell them  what they like and  d o n ’t like. Re
tailers m ay  report tha t inform ation to a salesm an, who calls 
on them  periodically and  w ho in tu rn  reports  it to his supe
rior, who reports  it to the people in charge of production, wffio 
m ay then pass on some version of it to the artist who p ro 
duced  the work. It is unlikely that the inform ation passed 
along that long chain is accura te  o r  usable  w hen it finally 
reaches the artist. It suffices, because it has to.
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Since no one know s w hat the m ass audience will approve 
and support, cu lture  industries encourage  everyone and  any
one to propose ideas for them  to distribute. Most of the cost 
of developing ideas is borne by artists w ho hope the industry  
will take them  up  and distribute  them . The industry  selects 
som e of these num erous  proposals for use. As Hirsch points 
out, "cultural organizations ideally maximize profits by m o 
bilizing prom otional resources in support of volume sales for 
a small n u m b e r  of items" (Hirsch, 1972, pp. 652-53). They 
p rom ote  items by selective advertising and  o ther p ro m o 
tional devices, and  note the effect of these m easures  on sales. 
As tha t in form ation  com es in, they drop  some of the d istrib
u ted  items from the actively p rom oted  list, effectively 
killing their chances of success. W here so m any items are 
available, those that do not receive some special a tten tion  do 
not get know n well enough  to reach those who m ight w ant 
them. (Bliven [1973] describes, in the w ords of a book sales
m an, how publishing firms continually read ju s t  their plans 
for new books.)

W orks reach  the public with varying am oun ts  of p ro m o 
tion and  availability. The system thus provides varying 
am ounts  of m oney  (in som e cases, eno rm ous  am ounts) , an 
opportun ity  (smaller or larger) for display of o n e ’s work, and 
a relatively small chance  of reaching an audience which 
shares  the taste and perspective which produced  the work. 
Because they do not connect with an audience directly, a r t 
ists whose w ork  is d istributed th rough  the culture industries 
com e to depend  on and are responsive to the im m ediate  
feedback and  ju d g m en t of their professional peer groups, on 
the one hand, and  of the people w ho m anage  the distribution 
system  on the other.

The system affects the art work th rough  the interaction 
betw een the m anagers  of the culture  industries and  the a r t 
ists. Take as simple a m atte r  as the length of a work. W riters 
learn to think and  plan in the lengths that are commercially 
suitable. Trollope (1947 [1883], p. 198), writing in the days of 
the triple-decker, said, "An au tho r  soon becom es aw are  of 
how m any  pages he has to fill." Su therland  gives fu rther  
examples. The serialized form in which novels appeared , and
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the  possibility that the scries might be cut off abruptly, led 
novelists to avoid spending  m uch  time planning a novel that 
m ight never be finished, or setting up elaborate  effects in 
early chap te rs  that could not be fully realized until m uch  
later in the book. Instead, au thors  used the p icaresque form, 
as in Pickwick Papers, which they could stop at any time with 
no great loss to the continuity. W hen a novelist, however, 
becam e well enough known to the public that a pretty  good 
sale was assured  just by his nam e, he could drive a ha rder  
bargain  with the publisher, including the dem and  for a 
guaran tee  that the entire  w ork  would be published no m a tte r  
w hat the early sales were. Thus, as Dickens becam e better 
known, he began to experim ent with m ore  tightly plotted 
novels like Bleak House.

Sutherland  cites Thackeray 's  H enry E sm ond  as a case in%/ ✓

point. While Vanity Fair began as a series of sketches, and 
w as paid for m onth  by m onth , the contract for Henry Es
m o n d  no t only allowed the au tho r  to take a m ore  co m p re 
hensive view, it insisted on it. Several features of the contract 
p roduced  this result. Thackeray  was paid in three install
ments, the first for signing the contract, the second for com 
pleting the m anuscrip t, and the th ird  on publication. The 
delay of the second paym ent until the m anuscrip t w as done 
m ean t that Thackeray  could write what the contrac t also 
stipula ted  (and Su therland  notes that this was unusual in 
con trac ts  of the time), a "con tinuous"  narrative. The novel’s 
e labora te  plot cu lm inates in a final scene in which many 
them es and  details arc knit together, resolving tensions built 
up from the beginning. C om pared  with Thackeray 's  earlier 
novels—"No one, I fancy, hurries  through the final chap ters  
of [ Vanity Fair and  Pendennis] in eagerness to find out 
w ha t happens  on the last page” (Sutherland, 1976, p. 114)— 
E sm ond 's  careful an d  com plicated  plot produces true  sus
pense. Su therland  also notes tha t  holding back the last pay
ment until publication m ean t that this was the  best edited 
and  proofread  of Thackeray 's  books. He concludes that 
George Smith, the publisher, "deserves some credit for the 
glories of E sm o n d ” (Sutherland, 1976, p. 116).

The effects of the publication system varied with circum-
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stances, for the system produced  a variety of a rrange
m ents  between publishers  and  au thors  with differential 
am oun ts  of pow er and  different degrees of m utua l trust, 
which in tu rn  produced  different pressures  on the author. 
Bulwer Lvtton 's  The Last Days o f Pompeii had redundan t  
chap ters  and ex traneous songs and  lyrics because  the orig
inal m anuscrip t  was some fifty pages short of w hat was 
needed  to fill up the three volumes in which it was being sold 
(Sutherland, 1976, p. 57); Trollope's language was bow dler
ized to satisfy the religious scruples of C. E. Mudie, who ran  
the great circulating library of the period, sales to which 
constitu ted  a large part of a successful novel’s profits 
(Sutherland, 1976, p. 27).

B arbara  R osenblum 's  (1978) som ew hat different p icture 
of con tem porary  art pho tography  rem inds us tha t art, com 
pared  with o ther  kinds of work, is not totally constra ined  by 
distribution channels. C om paring the work of art pho tog
raphers  to that of photo journalis ts  and fashion photog
raphers, she dem onstra tes  tha t  in the la tter two cases the 
conten t of the pho tograph  is de term ined  by the channels  
th rough  which it moves. News pho tographs  reflect the typi
cal choices of editors in their con ten t and imagery, and  the 
m echan ism  of new spaper rep roduction  in the technical de 
tails of how they are shot and  printed, while fashion p ho to 
graphs subord ina te  everything to the immediately expressed 
desires and  criticisms of the client, who is often presen t while 
the p ictures are being m ade. In contrast, art pho tographers  
deal with a m uch  looser system, which accepts  a w ider var
iety of possible works, and  con tem porary  a rt  pho tography  in 
fact contains a greater variety of styles and  subject m atters.

The requ irem ents  of culture-industry  distribution systems 
p roduce  m ore  or less s tandard ized  products, the s tanda rd i
zation resulting from  w hat the  system finds convenient to 
handle  ra ther  than  from any independen t choice m ade  by 
the m aker  of an  a rt  work. The s tandard  features of the works 
so p roduced  m ay becom e a kind of aesthetic criterion people 
use in assessing works, so that a work which does not exhibit 
them  seem s crude  o r  am ateurish . Network television p ro 
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gram s have a technical polish which becom es the s tandard  
for judg ing  independen t television work, even though the
polish p roduces  constra in ts  which cruder  independen t work 
w an ts  to fight clear of. A book whose pages arc not justified 
on the right looks cheap, and  no one can avoid noticing the 
"cheapness"  of a film which does not spend  the money 
necessary to p roduce  the su m p tu o u s  and  realistic look 
Hollywood labels "p roduction  values."

ART AND DISTRIBUTION

Artists p roduce  what the distribution system can and  will 
carry. It is not tha t no th ing  else can be produced . O ther 
artists, willing to forego the possibilities of support and ex
posure  characteris tic  of a particu lar art world, do produce 
o ther kinds of work. But the system will ordinarily  not dis
tribute those works, and  such  artists will be failures, u n 
knowns, or the nuclei of new  art worlds tha t  grow up around  
w hat the m ore  conventional svstem does not handle. The 
developm ent of new art worlds frequently  focuses on the 
creation of new  organizations and  m ethods  for distributing 
work.

Som e work is right for any system, and  any work could be 
right for som e system, though  perhaps  not for any system at 
the m om en t in existence. Charles N ew m an has  taken  issue 
with theories tha t the novel, as a form, is dead  or worn-out, 
arguing instead that:

the cost of producing and marketing what we make [serious 
fiction] has simply exceeded the industry's prolit margin, and 
this particular disease has been masked long enough by 
theories of dying form and metaphors of terminal illness. 
(Newman, 1973, p. 7)

So the point is not that w ork canno t be distributed, but that 
con tem porary  institutions canno t or will not distribute it, 
and tha t  they  thus  exert, like every o ther established part of 
an art world, a conservative effect, leading artists to p roduce  
w hat they hand le  and  thus  get the associated rewards.



Change takes place, as succeeding chapters  show, both 
because  artists whose work does not fit and who thus s tand 
outside the existing systems a ttem p t to s tart new ones and 
because  established artists exploit their a ttractiveness to the 
existing system  to force it to handle  w ork they do  which does 
not fit.
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5  ♦ A 0s t h 0tics, A 0s t h 0tic io n s , 

o n d  Critics

AESTHETICS AS ACTIVITY

Aestheticians s tudy  the prem ises and a rgum en ts  people 
use to justify classifying things and  activities as "b e a u t i fu l / ’ 
"artistic," "art,"  "not art," "good art," "bad  art," and  so on. 
They construc t system s with which to m ake and  justify both 
the classifications and specific instances of their application. 
Critics apply aesthetic  system s to specific art works and  a r 
rive at judgm en ts  of their  worth  and  explications of what 
gives them  that worth. Those judgm en ts  p roduce  re p u ta 
tions for w orks and  artists. Distributors and  audience 
m em bers  take reputations  into account w hen they decide 
w h a t  to support  emotionally and  financially, and  that affects 
the resources available to artists to continue their  work.

To talk this way describes aesthetics as an activity ra ther  
than  a body of doctrine. Aestheticians are not the only people 
w ho  engage in this activity. Most partic ipants  in art worlds 
m ake aesthetic  judgm en ts  frequently. Aesthetic principles, 
a rgum ents , and  judgm en ts  m ake  up an im portan t  part of the 
body of conventions by m eans  of which m em bers  of art 
worlds act together. Creating an explicit aesthetic  m ay p re
cede, follow, o r  be s im ultaneous with developing the tech-
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niques, forms, and  works which m ake up the art w orld ’s 
output, and  it m ay be done by any of the participants. S om e
times artists themselves form ulate  the  aesthetic  explicitly. 
More often they  create an  unform alized aesthetic  th rough  
w orkaday  choices of m aterials and  forms.

In complex and  highly developed art worlds, specialized 
professionals—critics and philosophers—create logically o r 
ganized and  philosophically defensible aesthetic  systems, 
and  the creation of aesthetic system s can becom e a m ajo r  
industry  in its own right. An aesthetician w hose language 
foreshadow s a sociologically based system  I will exam ine 
later describes aesthetics and  aestheticians this way:

Aesthetics is . . .  the philosophical discipline that deals with 
the concepts we use when we talk about, think about or in 
other ways "handle” works of art. On the basis of their own 
understanding of the Institution of Art as a whole, it is the task 
of aestheticians to analyze the ways all the different persons 
and groups talk and act as members of the Institution, and 
through this to see which arc the actual rules that make up the 
logical framework of the Institution and according to which
procedures within the Institution take place___

Within the Institution of Art specific statements of fact— 
results of a correctly performed elucidation and inter
pretation of a work of art, say—entail specific evaluations. 
Constitutive rules lay down specific criteria of evaluation 
that are binding for members of the Institution. (Kj0rup, 1976, 
pp. 47-48)

We need not believe tha t it works so neatly to see tha t art 
world partic ipants  unders tand  the role of aestheticians and  
aesthetics this way.

An art  world has m any  uses for an explicit aesthetic  sys
tem. It ties pa r t ic ipan ts ’ activities to the tradition of the art, 
justifying their dem an d s  for the resources and  advantages  
ordinarily available to people w ho produce  tha t kind of art. 
To be specific, if I can  argue cogently tha t  jazz m erits  as 
serious consideration on aesthetic  grounds as o ther  form s of 
art music, then  I can  com pete , as a jazz player, for grants  and 
fellowships from the National E ndow m en t for the Arts and 
faculty positions in music schools, perform  in the sam e halls
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as sym phony  orchestras, and require  the sam e a tten tion  to
the nuances  of mv work as the most serious classical com-•/

poser or perform er. An aesthetic  shows that, on general 
g rounds  successfully a rgued  to be valid, w hat art world 
m em bers  do belongs to the sam e class as o ther  activities 
a lready enjoying the advan tages  of being “art."

As a result, the title “art"  is a resource that is at once 
indispensable  and  unnecessary  to the p roducers  of the works 
in question. It is indispensable  because, if you believe art is 
better, m ore  beautiful, and m ore  expressive than  nonart, if 
you therefore  intend to m ake art and  w ant w ha t you m ake 
recognized as art so that you can  dem and  the resources and 
advan tages  available to a r t—then you canno t fulfill your plan 
if the cu rren t  aesthetic  system and those who explicate and  
apply it deny you the title. It is unnecessary  because even if 
these people do tell you that w hat you are doing is not art, 
you can  usually do the  sam e  work under a different nam e  
and  with the su p p o r t  of a different cooperative world.

Much work in all m edia is carried on as som eth ing  o ther 
than  art. As we will see later, people d raw  and  pho tograph  as 
a pa rt  of en terprises  devoted  to the p roduction  and  sale of 
industria l p roducts , m ake quilts and  clothing as a part  of 
dom estic  household  enterprises, and  even p roduce  work 
entirely on  their own, with a m in im um  of cooperation  from 
o thers  and  with no socially com m unicab le  justification at all, 
let alone a philosophically defensible aesthetic.

To re tu rn  to the uses of an  aesthetic  for an art world, we 
can note that a well-argued and successfully defended 
aesthetic  guides working partic ipants  in the p roduction  of 
specific art works. Among the things they keep in m ind in 
m aking  the innum erab le  small decisions that cumulatively 
shape  the w ork is w hether and  how  those decisions might be 
defended. Of course, w orking artists do not refer every small 
p roblem  to its m ost general philosophical grounding  to d e 
cide how to deal with it, but they know w hen  their  decisions 
run  afoul of such theories, if only through a vague sense of 
som eth ing  wrong..A general aesthetic  com es into play more 
explicitly w hen  som eone suggests a m a jo r  change in con
ventional practice. If, as a jazz player, 1 w an t to give up the
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conventional twelve- and  thirty-two-bar form ats  in which 
improvising has traditionally gone on for those in which the 
length of phrases  and  sections are am ong  the elem ents to be 
improvised, I need a defensible explanation of w hy such  a 
change should be made.

Furtherm ore , a coherent and  defensible aesthetic  helps to 
stabilize values and  thus  to regularize practice. Stabilizing 
values is not just a philosophical exercise. Art world partici
pants  who agree on a w ork 's  value can act tow ard  it in 
roughly similar ways. An aesthetic, providing a basis on 
which people can  evaluate  things in a reliable and  d e p en d 
able way, m akes regular pa tte rns  of cooperation possible. 
W hen values are  stable, and  can be depended  on to be stable, 
o ther  things stabilize as well—the m onetary  value of works 
and  thus the business a rrangem en ts  on which the art world 
runs, the repu ta tions  of artists and  collectors, and  the worth  
of institutional and  personal collections (see Moulin, 1967). 
The aesthetic  created  by aestheticians provides a theoretical 
ra tionale  for the selections of collectors.

From this point of view, aesthetic  value arises from the 
consensus of the partic ipants  in an art world. To the degree 
tha t  such  a consensus does not exist, value in this sense does 
not exist: ju d g m en ts  of value not held jointly by m em bers  
of an  art world do not provide a basis for collective activity 
prem ised  on those judgm ents , and  thus do not affect activ
ities very m uch. Work becom es good, therefore valuable, 
th rough  the achievem ent of consensus abou t the basis on 
which it is to be judged  and th rough  the application of the 
agreed-on aesthetic  principles to particu lar cases.

But m any styles and schools com pete  for a tten tion  within 
an organized art world, dem and ing  tha t  their works be 
showrn, published, or perfo rm ed  in place of those produced  
by adheren ts  of o ther styles and  schools. Since the art 
w orld 's  d istribution system has a finite capacity, all works 
and  schools canno t be presented  by it and  thus be eligible 
fo r  the rew ards  and  advan tages  of presentation. Groups 
com pete  for access to those rewards, am ong  o ther w'ays, by 
logical a rgum en t as to why they deserve presentation. Logi
cal analysis seldom settles a rgum ents  over the allocation of
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resources, but partic ipants  in art worlds, especially the peo
ple who control access to distribution channels, often feel 
tha t  w hat they  do m ust be logically defensible. The heat in 
discussions of aesthetics usually exists because  w ha t is being 
decided is not only an abstrac t philosophical question  but 
also som e allocation of valuable resources. W hether jazz is 
really music or pho tography  is really art, w he ther  free-form 
jazz is really jazz and therefore  music, w hether fashion p h o 
tographs  are really photography  an d  therefore  art, are dis
cussions, am ong  o ther  things, abou t w hether  people who 
play free-form jazz can perform  in jazz clubs for the a lready 
existing jazz audience and  w hether  fashion pho tographs  can 
be exhibited and  sold in im portan t  galleries and  m useum s.

Aestheticians, then, provide that e lem ent of the battle  for 
recognition of particu lar styles and schools which consists of 
m aking the a rgum en ts  which convince o ther partic ipants  in 
an a rt  world tha t the  work deserves, logically, to be included 
within w hatever categories concern  that world. The conser
vatism of art worlds, arising out of the way conventional 
practices c luster in neatly m eshed  packages of m utually  a d 
justed  activities, materials, and  places, m eans  that changes 
will not find an  easy reception. Most changes p roposed  to art 
world partic ipants  are minor, leaving un touched  most of the 
ways th ings are done. The world of sym phonic  music, for 
instance, has not changed the length of concert p rogram s 
very m uch  in recent years, for the very good reason  that, 
because of union agreem ents, it would increase their  costs to 
lengthen the p rogram s and, because audiences expect eighty 
or ninety m inutes  of music for the price of a ticket, they dare 
not shorten  them  very m uch. (That was not always the case. 
Probably as a result of the unionization of musicians, am ong 
o th e r  things concert p rog ram s have shortened  appreciably  
since, say, Beethoven 's time, as figure 13 shows [Forbes, 
1967, p. 255].) The basic in s trum enta tion  of the orchestra  has 
not changed, nor have the tonal materials used (i.e., the 
conventional tem pered  chrom atic  scale) or the places in 
which the m usic  is p resented . Because of all these conserva
tive pressures, innovators  m ust m ake a strong a rgum en t in 
defense of any substantially  new  practice.
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TO DA Y, WEDNESDA Y, APRIL 2nd, 1800, Herr Ludwig van 
Beethoven will have the honor to give a grand concert for his 
benefit in the Royal Imperial Court Theatre beside the Burg. The 
pieces which will be performed are the following:

1. A grand symphony by the late Kapellmeister Mozart.
2. An aria from “The Creation " by the Princely Kapellmeister 
Herr Haydn, sung by Mile. Saal.
3. A grand Concerto for the pianoforte, played and composed by 
Herr Ludwig van Beethoven.
4. A Septet, most humbly and obediently dedicated to Her Maj
esty the Empress, and composed by Herr Ludwig van Beethoven 
for four stringed and three wind instruments, played by Herren 
Schuppanzigh, Scheiber, Schindlecker, Bar, Nickel, Matauschek 
and Dietzel
5. A Duet from Haydn's "Creation," sung by Herr and Mile.
Saal.
6. Herr Ludwig van Beethoven will improvise on the piano
forte.
7. A new grand symphony with complete orchestra, composed 
by Herr Ludwig van Beethoven.

Tickets for boxes and stalls are to be had o f Herr van Beethoven 
at his lodgings in the Tie fen Graben, no. 241, third story, and o f the 
box keeper.

P r i c e s  o f  A d m i s s i o n  A r e  a s  U s u a l .

T h e  B eg in n in g  Is at H alf-Past 6 O ’clock .

FIGURE 13. Program o f a concert given by Ludwig von Beetho
ven, April 2, 1800. Concert programs were longer in Beethoven's time 
than they are today. This program for a concert in Vienna is taken 
from Forbes, 1967, p. 255.

W riters on aesthetics  strike a moralistic tone. They take  for 
g ran ted  tha t their  job  is to find a foolproof form ula which 
will distinguish things which do not deserve to be called art 
from  w orks which have earned  that honorific title. I em pha-
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size “deserve” and “e a rn ” because aesthetic writing insists 
on a real m oral difference between art and nonart. Aestheti
cians do  not simply intend to classify things into  useful 
categories, as we might classify species of plants, but ra ther  
to separa te  the deserving from the undeserving, and  to do it 
definitively. They do not w an t to take an inclusive approach  
to art, counting  in everything that conceivably might have 
som e interest or value. They look, instead, for a defensible 
way to leave som e things out. The logic of the en terprise—the 
bestowing of honorific titles—requires them  to rule some 
things out, for there  is no special honor in a title every con
ceivable ob ject or activity is entitled to. The practical conse
quences  of their work require  the sam e exclusionary a p 
proach, for distributors, audiences, and  all the o ther  partic i
pan ts  in an art world look to aestheticians for a way of 
m aking hard  decisions abou t resources in a c learcut and 
defensible, ra th e r  than  fuzzy and  arguable, way.

Aestheticians might well a rgue  that they do not intend to 
m ake  evaluative judgm en ts  at all, but simply to arrive at a 
c learcu t delineation of the categories of art and  nonart. Since 
all the societies in which aestheticians engage in this activity 
use art as an honorific term, the very making of the distinc
tion will inevitably assist in the evaluation of potential can 
didates for the s ta tus  of art work. Aestheticians need not be 
cynical partic ipan ts  in art world  conspiracies for their work 
to have this utility.

That aesthetic  positions frequently  arise in the course  of 
fighting for the accep tance  of som ething new does not alter 
the situation. Such positions, too, need to show that some 
things are not art in o rder to justify  the claim tha t som ething  
else is. Aesthetics which declare that everything is art do not 
satisfy people who create  or use them  in the life of an art 
world.

AESTHETICS AND ORGANIZATION

The rest of w hat aestheticians and critics do is to provide a 
runn ing  revision of the value-creating theory which, in the 
form  of criticism, continuously  adap ts  the prem ises of the
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theory  to the works artists actually produce. Artists p roduce  
new  work in response  not only to the considerations of for
mal aesthetics but also in response to the traditions of the art 
worlds in which they participate, traditions which can p ro f
itably be viewed (Kubler, 1962) as sequences of problem  
definitions and  solutions; in response  to suggestions implicit 
in o ther  traditions, as in the influence of African art on W est
ern  painting; in response to the possibilities contained  in 
new  technical developm ents; and  so on. An existing aesthetic 
needs to be kept up to date  so tha t  it continues to validate 
logically w hat audiences experience as im portan t art work 
and thus  to keep alive and consistent the connection between 
w hat has  a lready been validated and  what is now being 
proposed.

Aesthetic principles and  systems, being part of the p ack 
age of in te rdependen t practices that m ake up an art world, 
will bo th  influence and be influenced by such aspects  of it as 
the  training of potential artists and  viewers, financial and 
o ther  m odes of support,  and  the m odes of distribution and 
presenta tion  of works. They will especially be influenced by a 
p ressure  for consistency implicit in the idea of art.

Art is too c rude  a concept to cap ture  w hat is at work in 
these situations. Like o ther  complex concepts, it disguises a 
generalization about the na tu re  of reality. W hen we try to 
define it, we find m any  anom alous  cases, cases which m eet 
some, bu t not all, of the criteria implied or expressed by the 
concept. W hen we say “ar t ,” we usually m ean  som eth ing  like 
this: a work which has aesthetic  value, however tha t  is 
defined; a work justified by a coherent and  defensible 
aesthetic; a work recognized by appropria te  people as h av 
ing aesthetic  value; a w ork  displayed in the appropria te  
places (hung in m useum s, played at concerts). In m any  in
stances, however, works have some, but not all, of these 
a ttributes. They are exhibited and valued, bu t do not have 
aesthetic  value, or have aesthetic  value but are not exhibited 
and  valued by the right people. The generalization contained 
in the concept of art suggests that these all co-occur in the 
real world; w hen they do not co-occur we have the  defini
tional troubles which have always plagued the concept.



139 ♦ A E S T H E T I C S , A E S T H E T I C I A N S ,  A N D  C R I T I C S

Som e partic ipants  in art worlds try to minimize these in
consistencies by bringing theory and  practice into line so that 
there  are fewer anom alous  cases. Others, who wish to upset 
the s ta tus  quo, insist on  the anomalies. To illustrate the point, 
consider this question: How m any  great (or excellent, or 
good) works of a r t  are there? 1 am not concerned  with fixing 
a n u m b e r  myself, nor do I think the n u m b er  (how ever we 
m ight calculate  it) is im portan t. But looking at that question 
will m ake  clear the interaction of aesthetic  theories and  art 
w orld  organizations.

In 1975, Bill Arnold organized The Bus Show, an exhibition 
of pho tographs  to be displayed on five h und red  New York 
City buses (Arnold and  Carlson, 1978). H e  in tended by this 
m eans “to presen t excellent pho tographs  in a public sp ace” 
and  thus  to bring good art pho tography  to a m uch  larger 
aud ience  than  it ordinarily reaches and  to allow m any m ore 
pho tographers ' work to be seen than  ordinarily  would be (see 
figure 14). The pho tographs  were to be displayed in the space 
ord inarily  used  for advertising; to fill the  advertising space 
on one bus required  17 pho tographs  of varying sizes from 
nine to sixteen inches in height. To fill five h u n d red  buses 
thus  requ ired  8,500 photographs, all of them  to be curren t 
w ork by con tem porary  photographers.

Are there actually 8,500 excellent con tem porary  p ho to 
graphs which m erit  tha t kind of public display? To ask the 
question  p resupposes  an aesthetic  and  a critical position 
from  which we could evaluate photographs, deciding which 
ones were or w eren ’t of sufficiently high quality. W ithout 
a ttem pting  to specify the conten t of such an aesthetic, im ag
ine a simplified case. Suppose  quality is a unidim ensional 
a t tr ibu te  such that we can rank  all pho tographs  as having 
m ore  or less of it. (In fact, com peten t m em bers  of the art 
pho tography  world, even those w ho belong to one of its 
m any com peting  segments, use a large and  varied asso rt
m ent of d im ensions in judging  photographs.) We can then 
easily tell w he ther  any pho tograph  is better than, worse than, 
or equal to any other. But we would still not know  how m any 
were w orthy of public display, how m any  m erited being 
called “g rea t” or “excellent” or “beautiful,” how m any  de-



The Bus Show
There will be an exhibition of photographs in 500 New York City public buses  in May ol 1975 

The purpose ot the show is to present  excellent photographs in a public space All prints will 
appear  with the photographer’s name and the picture s title

Photographs accepted  for the exhibition will become part of the permanent  collection of the 
Library of Congress. Send duplicate prints of each photograph you wish to submit; one print will 
go on a bus. the other to the Library ol Congress You must  state what rights you grant to the 
l ibrary ot Congress with each photograph loan, reproduction, or neither without your specific 
approval

You may submit photographs to be considered for one person shows or as part of the group 
exhibit Since the photographs will be placed in the interior advertising space of the buses there 
are  certain size requirements , and in the case of one person shows, a specific number of photo 
graphs are  needed  to fill the  available spaces.  If you are  submitting for group exhibition, send us 
any number of photographs in any of the size categories. F or one person shows, you must submit 
the exact  number of photographs needed to fill a bus. m each of the size categories The size 
requirements  and number of photographs for each bus is as follows 14 photographs with an 
image height of 9 inches, one horizontal photograph with an image height ot 13 inches; two verti
cals with an image height of 16 inches Photographs not accepted for one person shows will auto
matically be juried as part of the group exhibition

All work must be unmounted and untrimmed Remember to submit duplicate prints of each 
photograph Work not accepted will be returned if postage is included On the back of each print 
write your name the picture's title, and the rights you grant to the Library of Congress Enclosea 
3" x 5" file card with your name, address,  and phone number Mat! prints to Bus Show, Photog 
raphy Department  Pratt Institute. Brooklyn, New York 11?05 For information call (212) 
636  3573 The deadline for submission is March 1. 1975

This exhibition is made possible with support  from the New York State Council on the Arts 
Poster ‘ 1975 by Pratl Institute Photograph by Bill Arnold

FIGURE 14. Poster advertising The Bus Show. The Bus Show, 
organized by Bill Arnold in 1975, proposed to exhibit 8,500 contem
porary photographs o f high artistic quality in the advertising spaces 
on New York City buses. Arnold gathered material for the show by 
advertising to art photographers. (Courtesy Bill Arnold.)



served inclusion in a m u seu m  collection or m ention in a 
com prehensive  history of art photography.

To m ake those judgm en ts  requires establishing a nec
essarily arb itrary  cutoff point. Even if a substantial break 
at som e point in an otherwise sm ooth  distribution m akes it 
easy to sec a m ajo r  difference on either side of it, using such a 
break as the cutoff point would be practically justifiable but 
logically arbitrary . But aesthetic  systems propose and  justify 
such judgm en ts  and  divisions of existing art works all the 
time. In  fact, The Bus Show shocked the pho tography  world 
by implying that the  line could justifiably be d raw n  where it 
would have to be d raw n  in o rder  to fill all five hundred  buses, 
and  not w here  it would m ore conventionally be d raw n (if we 
w an ted  to have a show of the best in con tem porary  pho tog
raphy we might include, if we followed curren t m useum  
practice, one to tw o h und red  prints).

If aesthetic  system s justify dividing art works into those 
w orthy  of d isplay or perfo rm ance  and  those not, that will 
influence and be influenced by the institutions and organ i
zations in w hich  such displays and  perfo rm ances  occur. In 
stitutions have som e leeway in the am o u n t  of w ork they can 
p resen t to the public, but not m uch. Existing facilities (con
cert halls, a r t  galleries and  m useum s, an d  libraries) have 
finite am o u n ts  of space, existing canons of taste  limit the use 
to which tha t space can be put (we no longer feel it a p p ro 
priate to hang  paintings floor to ceiling in the m anner  of the 
Paris Salon), and aud ience  expectations and  convention
alized a ttention spans im pose fu rther  limits (more music 
could be pe rfo rm ed  if audiences would sit th rough  six-hour 
instead  of tw o-hour concerts, a lthough the financial p ro b 
lems, given curren t union wage scales, would m ake that im 
possible anyway). Existing facilities can always be expanded
by building and  organizing m ore , but at any particu lar time 
there  is only so m uch space or tim e and only so m any  works 
can  be displayed.

The aesthetic  of the world  which has such facilities at its 
disposal can fix the point on o u r  hypothetical one dim ension 
of quality so as to p roduce  just the n u m b er  of works for 
which there is exhibition space. It can fix the s tandard  so that 
there  are fewer works to be displayed or rew arded  than  there
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is room  for (as when an aw ard  com m ittee  decides tha t  no 
w ork is worthy of a prize this year). Or it can fix the s tandard  
so tha t  m any  m ore  works are judged  adequa te  than  there  is 
room  for. E ither of the la tter two situations throws into 
doub t the adequacy  of the art world 's institutional a p p a 
ratus, the validity of its aesthetic, o r  both. There is, thus, some 
pressure  for an aesthetic s tandard  flexible enough to p ro 
duce approxim ately  the am o u n t  of work for which the o r
ganizations have room  and, conversely, for the institutions to 
genera te  the  am oun t of exhibition opportun ity  required  by 
the works the aesthetic  certifies as being of the appropria te  
quality.

The distribution system itself requires m aterials to d istrib
ute, generating a fu r ther  pressure  for changes in aesthetic 
judgm en ts  in the form of rediscoveries of works and  artists 
h itherto  not ra ted  very highly. Moulin points out tha t  Old 
M asters and  o ther  ' 'consecrated" paintings of unquestioned  
value increasingly move into private and m useum  collec
tions and  d isappear  from the m arket m ade  bv dealers and 
galleries. She quotes a French dealer:

It is impossible to make money selling Renoir if you do not 
belong to the great dynasty of dealers. Since they can only be 
found with difficulty, the paintings still in circulation reach 
such prices that it is impossible to build up a stock of them. 
Dealers then become the intermediaries between two collec
tors or between a collector and a museum. Rediscoveries are 
due to the fact that what has already been discovered can no 
longer be found. (Moulin, 1967, p. 435, my translation)

A rediscovery consists of a cam paign  to call to the attention 
of potential buyers artists whose w ork is still relatively avail
able and  thus  sells a t  a reasonable  price.

Moulin points out the role of specialists in aesthetic ju d g 
m ents  in this process:

The revaluation of certain styles and certain genres is not 
independent of the efforts of specialists, historians or mu
seum curators.. . .  [There is an] involuntary collaboration 
between intellectual research and commercial initiatives in 
the rediscovery and launching of artistic values of the past.
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The judgments of connoisseurs give authority, but successive 
generations of specialists do not illuminate the same sectors 
of the past. Many factors can contribute to changing the 
direction of their curiosity. . . .  The mercantile aspects are 
situated at the level of consequences, not causes. Historians 
turn away from fields already well swept by erudition where, 
in the present slate of research, attempts to overturn chronol
ogy and appreciation are condemned to defeat. They are 
attracted to the zones of shadow. (Moulin, 1967, p. 430, my 
translation)

So art h istorians discover value in previously unstudied  
pa in ters  just as dealers look for such works to sell. Moulin 
m entions exhibits devoted to the friends of already fam ous 
artists and  quotes  the following:

Kikoi'ne, born on May 31, 1892 in Gomel, was part of the 
famous group of the Zborowski Gallery, of whom he and 
Kremegne were, at the time, the most expensive. Since then, 
the other members of the group—Modigliani, Pascin, Soutine— 
have died and their works can only be found at very high 
prices. The Gallery Romanet will devote large exhibits to the 
two survivors: the first to Kikoi'ne, at the beginning of June, 
the second to Kremegne, during the 1957-58 season. (Moulin, 
1967, p. 438, quoting from Connaissance ties Arts, no. 64, June 
15, 1957, p. 32, my translation)

A fu rther  rough agreem ent betw een the am oun t of work 
judged  interesting or worthwhile and the am o u n t  of room in 
the d istribution  system  com es abou t when artists devote 
them selves to w ork  for which there is room, w ithdraw ing 
their efforts from m edia  and form ats  which are “filled up." 
Insofar as aesthetic  systems change their criteria to produce 
the n u m b e r  of certified works an art world s distributive 
m echan ism s can accom m odate , even the most absolu te  of 
them , those which m ost resolutely d raw  a strict line between 
art and  nonart,  in fact practice a relativism which defeats 
that aim.

W hen new styles of art em erge they com pete  for available 
space, in p a r t  by proposing new aesthetic  s tandards  a cco rd 
ing to which their w ork merits  display in existing facilities. 
They also create  new facilities, as in the case of The Bus
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FIGURE 15. The Bus Show, installed. Because no one could 
know where any particular photograph was at any particular time, 
The Bus Show could not really he reviewed, and no artist could gain 
much in reputation from participating in it. (Courtesy o f Afterimage, 
Visual Studies Workshop.)

Show (see figure 15). (New facilities do not do all the jobs 
people w ant them  to do. The Bus Show had  the great d isad 
vantage tha t it could hardly  help build anyone 's  reputation. 
Since no one knew  where the bus carrying the work of spe
cific pho tographers  was at any particu lar time, critics could 
not review them , unless they happened  on the work by acci
dent, and  friends and  fellow artists could not see it either.) 
Art worlds differ in their flexibility, in the ease with which 
they  can  increase the n u m b e r  of works easily available for 
public  inspection in conventional facilities. M odern  societies 
have relatively little trouble  accom m odating  vast am oun ts  of 
p rin ted  m aterial in libraries (a lthough not in easily accessible 
bookstores [Newm an, 1973]). Music can similarly be d istrib
u ted  in recorded  perfo rm ances  in large am ounts . But live
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p e rfo rm ances  of m usical works of various kinds have so few 
outlets that it becom es reasonable  for people to com pose 
m usic  solely for recordings, even to the extent of relying on 
effects which canno t be p roduced  live, but require  the m ech 
anism s of an elaborately outfitted studio.•/

TH E INSTITUTIONAL THEORY OF AESTHETICS:
AN EXAM PLE

This book, focusing as it does on questions of social o r 
ganization, does not a t tem pt to develop a sociologically 
based theory  of aesthetics. In fact, from the perspective just 
sketched, it is clear that developing an aesthetic  in the world 
of sociology would be an idle exercise, since only aesthetics 
developed in connection  with the operations of art worlds 
are likely to have m u ch  influence in them . (Cans, 1974, is an 
interesting a ttem p t by a sociologist to develop an aesthetic, 
especially in relation to the question  of the aesthetic  value of 
m ass-m cdia  works.)

Ironically enough, a n u m b er  of philosophers have p ro 
duced a theory  that, if it is not sociological, is sufficiently 
based  on sociological considerations to let us see w hat such a 
theory  might look like. This institutional theory of aesthetics, 
as it has  com e to be called, can serve as an exam ple  of the 
process just analyzed—the developm ent of a new aesthetic  to 
take accoun t of work the art world has a lready accepted. 
Perhaps equally ironically, a m ore  sociological conception  of 
an art world than  that theory contains provides solutions to 
som e of its problems, and I have detoured  from the main line 
of m y a rgum en t long enough  to suggest those solutions. (For 
a m ore  abstrac t sociological explication of the theory, see 
Donovv, 1979.)

The preceding  analysis suggests that new theories, rival
ing, extending, or am end ing  previous ones, arise w hen older 
theories fail to give an ad equa te  account of the virtues of 
work widely accepted  by knowledgeable m em bers  of the 
relevant art world. W hen an existing aesthetic  does not legit
im ate  logically w hat is a lready  legitimate in o ther  ways, 
som eone  will construct a theory that does. (What I say here 
should be unders tood  as pseudohistory, indicating in a n a r 



rative form som e relationships which m ay or m ay not have 
arisen exactly as I say they did.)

Thus, putting  it crudely, for a long time works of visual art 
could be judged  on the basis of an  imitative theory, acco rd 
ing to which the  object of visual a r t  was to imitate nature. At 
som e point that theory no longer explained well-regarded 
new' works of a r t—M onet's  havstacks and cathedrals, for 
instance, even when rationalized as experim ents  in capturing  
the relationship  betw een light and  color. An expressive 
theory  of art then  found the virtues of works in their ability to 
com m unica te  an d  express the emotions, ideas, and  p e rson 
alities of the artists w ho m ade  them . That theory in turn  had  
to be repaired  or replaced  so that it could deal with geometric  
abstraction , action painting, and  o ther works tha t did not 
m ake  sense in its te rm s (similarly, ne ither these  theories nor 
their analogues would be able to say anyth ing  useful about 
aleatory music).

The institutional theory aims to solve the problem s raised 
by works tha t outrage both  com m onsense  and  finer sensibil
ities by showing no trace  of the artis t at all, e ither in skill or 
intention. Institutional theorists  concern  themselves with 
w orks like the  urinal or the snow'shovel exhibited by Marcel 
D ucham p (see figure 16), w;hose only claim to being art a p 
parently  lay in D ucham p 's  signature  on them, or the Brillo 
boxes exhibited by Andy W arhol (see figure 17). The co m 
m onsense  critique of these works is tha t anyone could have 
done them, that they require  no skill or insight, tha t they do 
not im itate  anyth ing  in na tu re  because they are nature, tha t 
they do not express anyth ing  interesting because  they are no 
m ore  than  com m onplace  objects. The critique of those with 
finer sensibilities is m uch  the same.

Nevertheless, those works gained great renow n in the 
world of con tem porary  visual art, inspiring m any  m ore 
works like them. Confronted by this fait accompli, aestheti
cians developed a theory that placed the artistic charac te r  
and  quality  of the work outside the physical object itself. 
They found those qualities, instead, in the relation of the 
objects  to an existing art world, to the organizations in which 
art was produced , distributed, appreciated , and  discussed.
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FIGURE 16. Marcel Duchamp, In Advance of the Broken Arm. 
Duchamp's “readymades," created when he signed some already- 
existing artifact, outraged both commonsense and critical sensibil
ities. (Yale University Art Gallery, Gift o f Katherine S. Dreier for 
the Collection Societe Anonyme.)
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FIGURE 17. Andy Warhol, Brillo. Pop Art works provoked the 
criticism that anyone could have done them, that they did not re
quire or embody the special gifts o f the artist. (Photograph courtesy 
of the Castelli Archives.)

A rthur Danto and  George Dickie have presented  the m ost 
im portan t s ta tem en ts  of the institutional theory. Danto dealt 
with the essence of art, with w hat in the relation between 
object and  art world m ad e  that object art. In a fam ous 
s ta tem en t of the problem , he said:

To see something as art requires something the eye cannot 
descry—an atmosphere of artistic theory, a knowledge of the 
history of art: an artworld. (Danto, 1964, p. 580)

The theory out of which the idea of m aking the Brillo box 
came, the relation of tha t idea to o ther  ideas abou t w hat
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m akes art works art and  to  the o ther  objects those works 
inspired—all ot these m ake a context in which the making of 
the Brillo box and  the box itself becom e art because tha t  
context gives them  that sort of meaning. In ano ther  version:

The moment something is considered an artwork, it be
comes subject to an interpretation. It owes its existence as an 
artwork to this, and when its claim to art is defeated, it loses its 
interpretation and becomes a mere thing. The interpretation 
is in some measure a function of the artistic context of the 
work: it means something different depending on its art- 
historical location, its antecedents, and the like. As an art
work, finally, it acquires a structure which an object photo
graphically similar to it is simply disqualified from sustaining 
if it is a real thing. Art exists in an atmosphere of interpretation 
and an artwork is thus a vehicle of interpretation. (Danto, 
1973, p. 15)

Dickie deals with organizational form s and  m echanism s. 
According to his definition:

A work of art in the classificatory sense is 1) an artifact 2) a set 
of the aspects of which has had conferred upon it the status of 
candidate for appreciation by some person or persons acting 
on behalf of a certain social institution (the artwork!). (Dickie, 
1975, p. 34)

A sizable and  interesting secondary  literature  has grown up 
a round  this point of view, criticizing and  amplifying it (Co
hen, 1973; Sclafani, 1973a and  1973b; Blizek, 1974; Danto, 
1974; Mitias, 1975; Silvers, 1976). (Sociologists will see a fam 
ily resem blance  between the institutional theory  of a rt  and  
the various sociological theories which m ake their sub jec t 
m a t te r  the way social definitions create reality (e.g., the so- 
called labeling theory  of deviance [see Becker, 1963]), for 
both  see the charac te r  of their sub jec t m a tte r  as depending  
on the way people acting collectively define it.)

Philosophers tend to argue from hypothetical examples, 
and  the "artw orld" Dickie and  Danto refer to does not have 
m uch  m eat on its bones, only w hat is minimally necessary to 
m ake the points  they w ant to make. Nor do the criticisms 
m ad e  of their positions often refer to the charac te r  of exist
ing art worlds o r  ones which have existed, em phasizing in
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stead logical inconsistencies in the constructs  used in the 
theory. None of the partic ipants  in these discussions d e 
velops as organizationally com plicated  a conception of what 
an art world is as does this book, although my descrip 
tion is not incom patib le  with their argum ents. If we use a 
m ore  com plicated  and  empirically based notion of an  art 
world, however, we can m ake headw ay on some problem s in 
which the philosophical discussion has bogged down, thus 
perhaps being helpful to aetheticians and simultaneously 
deepening the  analysis of the role of aesthetics in an art 
world.

Who?
W ho can confer on som ething the status of cand ida te  for 

appreciation, and  thus ratify it as art? Who can act on behalf 
of that social institution, the art world? Dickie settles this 
question  boldly. He describes the art world as having core 
personnel who can act on its behalf:

A loosely organized, but nevertheless related, set of persons 
including artists . . . ,  producers, museum directors, mu- 
seum-goers, thcater-goers, reporters for newspapers, critics 
for publications of all sorts, art historians, art theorists, phil
osophers of art, and others. These are the people who keep 
the machinery of the artworld working and thereby provide 
for its continuing existence. (Dickie, 1975, pp. 35-36)

But he also insists that:

In addition, every person who sees himself as a member of the 
artworld is thereby a member. (Dickie, 1975, p. 36)

That last sentence, of course, w arns  aestheticians that 
Dickie’s app roach  will p robably  not help them  distinguish 
the deserving from the undeserving; this definition is going 
to be too broad. They canno t accept the implications of 
Dickie’s rem ark, that the representatives of the art world 
who will be conferring the honorific status of art on objects 
are self-appointed, and  express their  discontent in a rash of 
hum orous  examples. W hat if a zookeeper decides that he is a 
m em b er  of the art world and, in tha t capacity, confers the



s ta tus  of cand ida te  for appreciation, and  thus of art work, on 
the e lephan t he tends? That co u ld n ’t really m ake the ele
phan t a work of art, could it? Because, a fter  all, the zoo- 
keeper really cou ldn 't  act on behalf of the art world, could 
he? We all know the answers: the e lephan t jus t  isn’t an a»*t 
w ork (Dickie, 1971; Blizek, 1974).

But how do we know that? We know  it because we have 
a com m onscnse  unders tand ing  of the organization of art 
worlds. A relevant feature  of organized art worlds is that, 
how ever their position is justified, some people are co m 
monly seen bv m any  or most in terested  parties as m ore en 
titled to speak on behalf of the art world than  others; the 
en tit lem ent s tem s from their being recognized by the o ther 
partic ipan ts  in the cooperative activities through which that 
w orld ’s w orks are p roduced  and  consum ed  as the people 
entitled to do that. W hether o ther art world  m em bers  accept 
them  as capable  of deciding what art is because they have 
m ore experience, because  they have an  innate gift for rec
ognizing art, or simply because they are, after all, the people 
in charge of such things and  therefore  ought to know— 
w hatever the reason, w hat lets them  m ake the distinction 
and  m ake it stick is that the o ther  partic ipants  agree that they 
should be allowed to do it.

Sociological analysts  need not decide who is entitled to 
label things a rt  (or, to use Dickie’s language, to confer the 
s ta tus  of cand ida te  for appreciation). We need  only observe 
who m em bers  of the a rt  world treat as capable  of doing that, 
w ho they allow to do  it in the sense that once those people 
have decided som eth ing  is art o thers  act as though it is.

Som e com m on  features of art worlds show that the philo
sophical desire to be able to decide definitively betw een art 
and  nonart cannot be satisfied bv the institutional theory.•/ V

For one thing, partic ipants  seldom agree completely on who 
is entitled to speak on behalf of the art world as a whole. 
Som e people occupy institutional positions which allow 
them , de facto, to decide w hat will be acceptable. M useum 
directors, for instance, could decide w hether photography 
w as an art because they could decide w hether  or not to 
exhibit pho tographs  in their m useum s. They could even de
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cide w h a t  kind of a rt  (e.g., “m in o r’’ o r  w hatever the opposite 
of tha t  is) pho tography  was by deciding w hether  p h o to 
graphs would be exhibited in the m ain  galleries in which 
paintings were ordinarily  exhibited or confined to a special 
place with less prestige in which only pho tographs  were 
shown. But o ther partic ipants  argue tha t  m useum  direc
tors are incom peten t to m ake  the judgm en ts  they do make, 
tha t in a be tter  world they would not be allowed to m ake 
such judgm ents , because they are ignorant, prejudiced, or 
influenced by ex traneous considerations. Som e think they 
are too avant-garde and do not give p roper  a tten tion  to es
tablished styles and  genres, o thers  ju s t  the opposite  (see 
Haacke, 1976). M any partic ipants  find institutional officials 
unaccep tab le  arb iters  because  of substantial evidence which 
shows tha t they represen t the rich and  powerful of the co m 
m unities they serve (see Catalog Committee, 1977; Haacke, 
1976; Becker and  Walton, 1976), their decisions thus  rep re 
senting class bias as m uch  as aesthetic  logic.

Art world m em bers  also disagree over w hether  the de
cisions of occupan ts  of certain  positions really m ake  any 
difference. This d isagreem ent reflects the am biguous posi
tion of those people in the art world. It is frequently  just not 
clear w hether  a particu lar critic's decision has  any conse
quence, w hether  o thers  base their own activities on tha t 
decision, and  very often that depends  on a variety of contin
gencies tha t arise from political shifts an d  struggles within 
the  a rt  world. Insofar  as art world m em bers  find the s ta tus  of 
w hatever p ronouncem en ts  they m ake am biguous, the status 
of such  people as critics, dealers, and prize and  fellowship 
com m ittees  is equally am biguous. The ambiguity, not re
m ediable  by philosophic or social analysis, is there because 
the people w hose deference would ratify the  sta tus  defer 
sporadically  and  erratically.

Thus, the institutional theory  canno t p roduce  the all-or- 
nothing judgm en ts  aestheticians w ould  like to  m ake about 
w hether  w orks are or are not art. Since the degree of con
sensus abou t who can decide w hat a rt  is varies greatly from  
one situation to another, a realistic view reflects tha t  by
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allowing art-ness, w hether or not an object is art, to be a 
con tinuous variable ra ther  than  an all-or-nothing dichotomy.

Likewise, art worlds vary in the kinds of activities by their  
m em bers  which em body  and ratify the assigning of the  s ta 
tus of art to an  ob ject or event. On the one hand, such  
m aterial benefits as the aw ard  of fellowships, prizes, com 
missions, display space, and  o ther  exhibition opportunities 
(publications, productions, etc.) have the im m ediate  conse
quence  of helping the artist to continue producing  work. On 
the o ther hand, m ore  intangible benefits, such as being taken 
seriously by the m ore knowledgeable m em bers  of the art 
world, have indirect but im portan t consequences for artistic 
careers, placing the recipient in the flow of ideas in which 
change and  developm ent take place and providing day-to- 
day validation of work concerns and help with daily p ro b 
lems, things denied those w ho are merely successful in more 
conventional career terms.

What?
W hat characteristics m ust an object have to be a work of 

art? The institutional theory suggests that anyth ing  m ay be 
capable  of being appreciated . In fact, in response to a critic 
who says that som e objects—-“ord inary  thum btacks, cheap 
white envelopes, the plastic forks given at some drive-in 
res tau ran ts  '—just canno t be appreciated  (Cohen, 1973, p. 78), 
Dickie says:

But why cannot the ordinary qualities of Fountain [the urinal 
Duchamp exhibited as a work of art; see figure 18]—its 
gleaming white surface, the depth revealed when it reflects 
images of surrounding objects, its pleasing oval shape—be 
appreciated. It has qualities similar to those of works by 
Brancusi and Moore which many do not balk at saying they 
appreciate. Similarly, thumbtacks, envelopes, and plastic 
forks have qualities that can be appreciated if one makes the 
effort to focus attention on them. One of the values of photog
raphy is its ability to locus on and bring out the qualities of 
quite ordinary objects. And the same sort of thing can be done
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FIGURE 18. Marcel Duchamp, Fountain. Aestheticians disagree 
about what qualities a work o f visual art must have to be art. Can 
the physical properties o f a work like Fountain be appreciated? 
(Photograph courtesy o f the Sidney Janis Gallery, New York.)

without the benefit of photography just by looking. (Dickie,
1975, p. 42)

Can anyth ing  at all be tu rned  into art, ju s t  by som eone’s 
saying so?

it cannot be this simple: even if in the end it is successful 
christening which makes an object art, not every attempt at 
christening is successful. There are bound to be conditions to 
be met both by the namer and the thing being named, and if
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they are completely unsatisfied, then saying “1 christen ..
will not he to christen. (Cohen, 1973, p. 80)

Cohen is right: not every a ttem pt to label som eth ing  art is 
successful. But it does no t follow that there are therefore 
some constra in ts  on the na tu re  of the object or event itself 
which m ake certain  objects  ipso facto not art and incapable 
of being redefined in that way.

The constra in ts  on w hat can be defined as art which u n 
doubted ly  exist in any specific art world arise from a prior 
consensus on w hat kinds of s tan dards  will be applied, and by 
w hom , in m aking those judgm ents . Art world m em bers  
characteristically, despite doctrinal and o ther  differences, 
p roduce  reliable judgm en ts  abou t which artists and  works 
are serious an d  therefore  w orthy  of attention. Thus, jazz 
players w ho disagree over stylistic preferences can neverthe
less agree on w hether  a given perfo rm er or pe rfo rm ance  
“swings,” and  thea te r  people m ake similarly reliable ju d g 
m ents  of w h e th e r  a particu lar  scene “w orks” or not. Artists 
m ay disagree violently over which works and  their m akers  
should  receive support, and  m arginal cases (especially those 
in styles jus t  being incorpora ted  into the conventional p rac 
tice of the art world or those on the verge of being th row n out 
as no longer w orthy  of serious consideration) will provoke 
less reliable judgm ents .  But most judgm en ts  are reliable, and 
that reliability reflects not the m outh ing  of a lready agreed-on 
judgm ents , but the system atic  application of similar s tan 
dards  by tra ined  and  experienced m em bers  of the  art world; 
it is w hat H um e described in his essay on taste, and  resem 
bles the  way m ost doctors, confron ted  with a set of clinical 
findings, will arrive at a similar diagnosis (analogies can be 
found  in every area of specialized work).

In that sense, not everything can be m ade  into a work of 
art just by definition o r  the creation  of consensus, for not 
everything will pass m uster  u nder  currently  accepted  art 
world s tandards . But this does not m ean that there is any 
m ore  to m aking som eth ing  art than  christening it. The entire 
art w orld ’s agreeing on s tanda rds  some works meet so 
clearly tha t their classification as art is as self-evident as the 
w ay o thers  fail to m eet them  is also a m atte r  of christening;



the consensus arises because reasonable  m em bers  of the 
world have no difficulty classifying works u nder  those cir
cum stances. Constraints on w hat can be defined as art exist, 
but they constra in  because  of the conjunction  of the ch a rac 
teristics of ob jects  and  the rules of classification curren t in 
the  world in which they  are p roposed  as art works.

Furtherm ore , those s tandards , being m atters  of consen
sus, change. M uch of the running  dialogue of artists and 
o ther  partic ipan ts  in art worlds has to do with m aking 
day-to-day ad ju s tm en ts  in the conten t and  application of 
s tandards  of judgm ent.  In  the  early 1930s jazz players, crit
ics, and  aficionados all agreed that electrical ins trum ents  
could not p roduce  real music. Charlie Christian’s pe rfo r
m ances on the electric guitar convinced so m any  people that 
his playing produced  the  sam e sort of experience as music 
played on nonelectrical ins trum ents  that the canon  was 
quickly revised.

H ow  M uch?
Aestheticians, bo th  the institutionalists and  their critics, 

worry abou t the effect of aesthetic  theorizing on artists and 
a rt  worlds. They fear, for instance, tha t a too-restrictive 
aesthetic  theory would unnecessarily  depress artists and 
m ight unduly  constrict their creativity. This overestim ates 
the degree to which art worlds take their direction from 
aesthetic  theorizing; the influence usually runs in the o ther 
direction. But the institutionalists d raw  one im portan t  im 
plication from their analysis: if practicing artists w ant their 
w ork accepted  as art, they will have to persuade  the a p p ro 
priate people to certify it as art. (While the basic institutional 
analysis suggests tha t  anyone can do that, in practice these 
theorists accep t the existing a rt  world as the one which has to 
be persuaded  to do  the job.) But if art is w hat an  art world 
ratifies as art, an  alternative exists, one analyzed in m ore 
detail in a later chapter, the strategy of organizing de novo an 
art world which will ratify as art w h a t  one produces. In  fact, 
the strategy has  been used often and  with considerable suc
cess. Many m ore  people have tried it and  failed, but tha t 
d o esn ’t m ean  it is not a reasonable  possibility.
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Several difficulties arise in creating a new art world to 
ratify work which finds no hom e in existing art worlds. Re
sources (especially financial support)  will a lready have been 
allocated to existing artistic activities, so that one needs to 
develop new  sources of support, pools of personnel, sources 
of materials, and  o ther facilities (including space in which to 
perfo rm  and  display works). Since existing aesthetic theories 
have not ratified the work, a new aesthetic  m ust be devel
oped, and  new m odes  of criticism and  s tandards  of ju d g 
m ent enuncia ted . To say that these things m ust be done, 
however, raises an interesting definitional question  of the 
kind philosophical analysis provokes. How m uch of the ap 
para tu s  of an organized art world m ust be created  before the 
w ork  in question  will be trea ted  seriously by a larger au 
dience th an  the original group who w anted  to create  the new 
world? W hat it takes to convince people will vary a great 
deal. Som e require  an e labora te  ideological explanation. 
O thers—thea te r  m anagers, opera to rs  of recording studios, 
and  p rin te rs—only ask that their bills be paid.

The question  of how m uch institutional ap p a ra tu s  is re
quired  to satisfy the definition need not, indeed should  not, 
be answ ered  by setting some specific criterion or precise 
point on a continuum . The activities involved can be carried 
on by varying num bers  of people, and  w ithout the full-blown 
institutional ap p ara tu s  of such  well-equipped worlds as su r 
round  con tem porary  scu lp ture  and  painting or sym phonic  
music and  g rand  opera. W hen we speak of art worlds, we 
usually have in m ind these well-equipped ones, but in fact 
paintings, books, music, and  all sorts of o ther  artistic objects 
and perfo rm ances  can be produced  without all the support 
personnel these worlds depend  on: critics, im presarios, fur
nishers of m aterials  and  equipm ent, providers of space, and  
audiences. At an  extreme, rem em ber, any artistic activity can 
be done by one person, who perfo rm s all the necessary  activ
ities; this is not com m on and  not a condition m anv artists 
aspire to (though one they som etim es yearn for w hen  they 
have trouble  with their fellow participants). As the num ber 
of people involved grows, the activity reaches a point where 
som e stable nucleus of people coopera tes  regularly to p ro 
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duce the sam e sort of work; as the n u m b e r  grows larger, it 
m ay reach  a point a t which individual artists can produce  
work for a large audience of people they d o n ’t know p e r
sonally and  still have a reasonable  expectation of being taken 
seriously. Call the first point of organization an esoteric 
world and  the latter one exoteric. The nam es and the cutoff 
points m a tte r  less than  the recognition tha t  they are^ a rb i
trary, the reality being a variety of points tha t vary  along 
several continua.

H ow  M anv?
Neither Dickie nor Danto is very clear as to how m any art 

worlds there are. Dickie says:

The artworld consists of a bundle of systems: theater, 
painting, literature, music, and so on, each of which furnishes 
an institutional background for the conferring of status on 
objects within its domain. No limit can be placed on the 
number of systems that can be brought under the generic 
conception of art, and each of the major subsystems contains 
further subsystems. These features of the artworld provide 
the elasticity whereby creativity of even the most radical sort 
can be accommodated. A whole new system comparable to 
the theater, for example, could be added in one fell swoop. 
What is more likely is that a new subsystem would be added 
within a system. For example, junk sculpture added within 
sculpture, happenings added within theater. Such additions 
might in time develop into full-blown systems. (Dickie, 1975, 
p. 33)

Blizek (1974) sees that this is an empirical question, bu t also 
sees tha t the definition of “art w orld” is so loose that it is not 
clear w hether there is one art world, of which these are 
subparts , or a n u m b e r  of them  possibly unre la ted  and, 
furtherm ore, tha t if there are a n u m b er  of art worlds they 
might conflict. Several rem arks  are  relevant here.

Empirically, the  subw orlds of the various art m edia  m ay 
be subdivided into separa te  and  almost noncom m unica ting  
segments. I have spoken of schools and  styles as though  they 
com peted  for the sam e rew ards and  audiences (and will 
again, in discussing processes of change in art worlds), but



often they do not. Instead, m em bers  of one group develop 
audiences and  sources of support from sectors of the society 
th a t  would not have supported  the o ther art world segm ents 
with w hich  they m ight compete. Many painting worlds rely 
on the sam e  suppliers  as recognized con tem porary  artists for 
materials, but have separate , and often very successful, a r 
rangem ents  for exhibiting, distributing, and supporting  their 
work. The Cowboy Artists of America, for instance, p roduce 
paintings for people who would like to buy the w ork of 
Charles Russell and Frederick Remington, genre painters  of 
the Am erican cowboy W est w ho are exhibited in “real” m u 
seums, but can 't  afford them  or c a n ’t find any to buy.

Despite determined inattention by Eastern art critics, cow
boy painting and sculpture are so popular that their prices 
are inflating faster than intrastate natural gas. Cowboy art has 
its own heroes, its own galleries and even its own publishing 
house. (Lichtenstein, 1977, p. 41)

At an extrem e, m uch of the ap p ara tu s  of an art world can 
develop a round  the work of a single artist, in relative isola
tion from the larger, recognized world  of that m edium . All 
tha t is needed is som eone to provide the resources. Consider 
the case of E dna  Hibel. Although her work has been exhib
ited in a n u m b er  of reputab le  places over the years, she 
does not have a m ajo r  reputation  am ong con tem porary  a r t
ists or collectors. Nevertheless, an entire m u seu m  is devoted 
to her work:

The Hibel Museum of Art, Palm Beach, is the inspiration of 
Ethelbelle and Clayton B. Craig. Long Edna Hibei's foremost 
collectors, the Craigs conceived the Hibel Museum to be the 
permanent repository for their world famous collection of
Hibei art On their first visit Tin 19611 to the then newly
opened Hibel Gallery in Rockport, Massachusetts, Ethelbelle 
and Clayton Craig fell in love with Edna's art, and bought 
five Hibel paintings for their already extensive collection of 
a r t . . . .  As the Craig collection grew, and their understanding 
and appreciation of the artist and her work deepened with the 
passing years of friendship and mutual respect, the Craigs' 
home became a virtual museum of Edna Hibei's a r t . . . .  The
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Craigs determined not to allow Edna Hibei's work to become 
so scattered that students, scholars and admirers would be 
deprived of the opportunity to view a significant cross section 
of her work in one location. From that moment on, they 
increased the tempo of their collecting, and broadened the
scope of their acquisitions of the Hibel masterworks At
long last, the Craigs’ dream has been realized and the Hibel 
Museum of Art is a reality. The Craig Collection is the nucleus 
of an already growing body of Edna Hibei's work contributed 
by her enthusiastic admirers. Located in Palm Beach, the 
Hibel Museum stands as a living tribute to the Craigs’ gener
osity, foresight, and dedication. (Hibel Museum of Art, 1977)

Regional segments, not so isolated as this, are usually 
oriented to the m etropolitan  centers of the “big” art world 
(McCall, 1977). Their partic ipants  suffer from a lack of exhi
bition opportunities, and even m ore from the sense tha t 
successes in their region will do them  little or no good in the 
larger world they aspire to, a world almost totally unaw are  of 
them.

If we define art worlds by the activities their partic ipants  
carry on collectively, we can ask w hat activities a general a rt  
w orld—one which encom passes  all the conventional arts— 
might carry on collectively so tha t we might w ant to refer to it 
as one art world. I can think of two.

First, the various m edia-oriented subcom m unities  suffer 
from m any of the sam e external constraints, which pose the 
sam e or similar p roblem s for them. Thus, a depression might 
m ake it h a rd e r  for all art form s to secure financial support  
(although this w as not the experience of the Great Depres
sion in the United States). A governm ent might censor all the 
arts in a similar way, so that the experience of people in one 
area could be read  as a sign of w hat could be expected in 
another. Thus a theatrical designer might decide w hat p ro j
ects to undertake  on the basis of w hether  he though t the 
censors would allow them to be staged, arriving at that as
sessm ent by hearing  what they had done to a recording by a 
popu la r  singer, a recent novel, or a new film. Insofar as the 
partic ipan ts  in all these worlds share experiences, in te rp re
tations, and  predictions vis-a-vis the censors, they engage in
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a form of collective activity and thus  constitu te an art world.%/

Should they com bine to com bat or protest censorship, or 
coopera te  to c ircum vent it, they would in tha t way as well be 
engaging in the collective action that constitutes an art 
world.

Second, artists in various m edia-oriented worlds may try 
to achieve similar kinds of things in their work and m ay 
share  ideas and  perspectives on how to accom plish them. 
During periods of intense nationalism, artists m ay try to 
symbolize the charac te r  and aspirations of their country  or 
people in their  work. To do that, they have to find imagery 
and techn iques  which will convey the ideas and  feelings they 
have in m ind as well as finding the ideas and  feelings th e m 
selves. In so fa r  as partic ipants  in various worlds deba te  these 
questions across m edia lines, they might be said to p a r 
ticipate in one general art world.

Organizations for one m edium  often use people from 
o ther  fields as support  personnel for the work that is central 
in their own field. Visual artists create settings for theatrical 
and  dance  perform ances, writers produce librettos for o p 
eras, m usicians com pose and play backgrounds for films, and 
so on. W hen artists cooperate  in that way across subw orld  
lines, they m ight be said to be partic ipating in a general art 
world. Furtherm ore , because of the possibility of such collab
oration, people  from worlds not a lready so connected  may 
find it interesting to con tem pla te  new form s of collaboration, 
thus  crea ting  fu r ther  links in a general art world. Finally, 
partic ipan ts  in specific art worlds often com e from a limited 
sector of the su rround ing  society, for instance the educa ted  
upper  m iddle class or the petty aristocracy. They m ay have 
a t tended  school together or com e from families connected  
by kinship or friendship, and these connections will serve to 
create  a general art world or, a t least, to provide the  regular 
in teraction which might enable them  to collaborate in the 
kinds of activities a lready m entioned.

The analysis of this problem  m akes it c lear that speaking 
of art worlds m eans using shorthand . The term  art w orld , 
rem em ber, is just a w ay of talking about people who ro u 
tinely partic ipate  in the m aking of art works. The routine in
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teraction is w hat constitu tes the art w orld ’s existence, so 
questions of definition can generally be resolved by looking 
at who actually does w hat with whom. In that way, the logi
cal and  definitional problem s of the institutional aesthetic  
theory (which has a strong empirical com ponent)  can be 
resolved by knowledge of the facts of any particu lar case.

AESTHETICS AND ART WORLDS

The institutional theory of aesthetics, then, illustrates the 
process analyzed in the first part of this chapter. W hen an 
established aesthetic  theory does not provide a logical and 
defensible legitimation of w hat artists are doing and, m ore 
im portan t, w hat the o ther  institutions of the art world 
—especially distribution organizations an d  audiences—ac
cept as art, and  as excellent art, professional aestheticians 
will provide the requ ired  new rationale. If they d o n ’t, som e
one else probably  will, a lthough the rest of the partic i
pants  might just go ahead  without a defensible rationale for 
their actions. (W hether one is required  or not depends on the 
am oun t of a rgum ent over w hat they are doing they are con
fronted with.) Imitative and  expressive theories of art and 
beauty  failed to explain or give a rationale for the en joym ent 
and  celebration of con tem porary  works of visual art widely 
regarded  as excellent. Given the am ount of a rgum en t and  
com petition  for resources and  honors in the world of con
tem porary  art, and the n u m b er  of professional philosophers 
who m ight find the problem  intriguing, it was alm ost cer
tain th a t  som eth ing  like the institutional theory would be 
produced .

By shifting the locus of the definitional problem  from 
som eth ing  inherent in the object to a relation between the 
object and  an entity called an art world, the institutional 
theory provided a new justification for the activities of con
tem porary  artists, and  an answ er to the philosophically dis
tressing questions leveled at their work, which asked for a 
dem onstra tion  of skill or beauty, thought or emotion, in the 
works regarded  as excellent, and  which w anted  to know if 
the sam e works could not have been produced  by a ch im 
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panzee, child, insane person, or any ord inary  m em ber of the 
society w ithout particu lar artistic talent. The latter sugges
tion—that anyone could do it—was perhaps  m ost dam aging. 
It implied tha t artists have no special gift or talent, and  thus 
that the rationale for regarding  them  as special m em bers  of 
the a rt  world (or the society), entitled by virtue of the display 
of tha t talent to special rewards, was fallacious. The institu
tional theory allows art world partic ipants  to define that 
special talent in a new  way, as (for instance) the ability to 
invent imaginative new concepts, and thus gives legitimacy 
to the  a r t is t’s special role and  rewards.

Our analysis of the institutional theory adds some nuances  
to the description of art worlds. We see tha t art world 
officials have the pow er to legitimate work as art, but that 
power is often disputed. As a result, the aes the t ic ian s  desire 
for definitive criteria by which to distinguish art from nonart, 
criteria congruen t with the actions of art world officials, 
canno t be satisfied. That is of som e interest because acs- 
theticians are  not the only ones with such a desire. In fact, 
sociologists often insist tha t  fields like the sociology of art or 
religion or science settle on some definitive criterion for their 
subject m atter . If that criterion is expected to be congruent 
with e ither popu lar  o r  official conceptions of art, the socio
logical wish for a definitive criterion is likewise unsatisfiable.

We sec, too, that in principle any object o r  action can be 
legitimated as art, but that in practice  every art world  has 
p rocedures  and  rules governing legitimation which, while 
not clear-cut or foolproof, nevertheless m ake  the  success of 
som e cand idates  for the sta tus  of art very unlikely. Those 
p rocedures  and  rules are conta ined  in the conventions and  
p a t te rn s  of cooperation by which art worlds carry  on their 
rou tine  activities.

We sec how  one m ight speak of all the arts  as com prising 
one big art world. Insofar as m em bers  of specialized sub 
worlds coopera te  in some activities re la ted  to their  work, that 
cooperative activity—be it vis-a-vis governm ent censorship, 
the developm ent of nationalist art, or m ultim edia  collabora
tion—can be seen as the operation  of one big art world. Such 
coopera tion  m ay be relatively uncom m on, and probably  is
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m ost of the time in any society, so that we m ight w ant to say 
tha t the operative art worlds are those of the particu lar m e 
dia. However, this, like others, is an  empirical question, 
whose answ er will be found by research.

We see, finally, that aestheticians (or w hoever does the 
job) provide the rationale by which art works justify their 
existence and  distinctiveness, and  thus their claim to su p 
port. Art and  artists can  exist w ithout such a rationale, but 
have m ore  trouble when o thers  dispute  their right to do so. 
Art worlds, as they develop, therefore  usually produce  that 
rationale, whose most specialized form is aesthetics and  
whose m ost specialized producer, the philosopher.



6 ♦ Art and the State

States, and  the governm ental ap p ara tu s  th rough  which 
they operate , partic ipate  in the production  and  distribution 
of art within their borders. Legislatures and  executives m ake 
laws, courts  in terpret them, and  bureaucra ts  adm inis ter 
them . Artists, audiences, suppliers, d is tr ibu tors—all the var
ied personnel w ho coopera te  in the production and  con
sum ption  o f  works of a r t—act within the fram ew ork p ro 
vided by those laws. Because states  have a monopoly over 
m aking laws within their own borders  (although not over the 
m aking  of rules privately agreed to in smaller groups, so long 
as those rules do not violate any  laws), the state  always plays 
som e role in the making of art works. Failing to exercise 
fo rm s of control available to it th rough that monopoly, of 
course, constitu tes  an im portan t  form  of sta te  action.

Like o ther partic ipants  in the making of art works, the 
slate  and  its agents act in pursuit of their own interests, 
which m ay or m ay not coincide with those of the artists 
m aking the works. Many states regard  art as m ore  or less a 
good thing—at the very least, as a sign of cultural develop
m ent and  national sophistication, along with m odern  high
ways and  a national airline—and m ake laws and regulations
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which favor the arts  in various ways. W hen artists support 
their activities by turn ing  their work into p roperty  of some 
kind, which they then  exchange for money, the laws the state 
m akes and  enforces concerning property  rights affect them  
directly. The sta te  m ay even find it expedient to m ake  specicil 
laws regarding  the disposition of artistic property  to protect 
artists' rights and reputations.

O ther citizens m ay find artists' activities distasteful, a la rm 
ing, or genuinely harm ful. O ther state  laws—governing noise 
an d  pollution, or b lasphem y and bad  taste—m ay protect 
them  against these artistic nuisances, and  constra in  the p ro 
duction of som e kinds of art works.

Finally, the state  always has an  interest in the propensity  
of its citizens to mobilize or be mobilized for collective ac 
tion. Political leaders usually believe that the symbolic rep 
resenta tions  em bodied  in bo th  high and  popu la r  art affect 
w he ther  citizens can be mobilized and  for w hat ends. Revo
lutionary songs m ay provide the basis for revolutionary ac
tion; patriotic  songs and  films m ay reinforce existing beliefs 
and system s of stratification. Som e art m akes people dis
contented, destroys their m oral fiber, and  m akes them  unfit 
to plav the roles and  do the w ork the state  w ants  done. O ther 
art works im plant and  support habits  and  a ttitudes the state  
finds congenial or th inks necessary to its own goals.

Political and  adm inistrative leaders m ay be ju s t  as calcu
lating as the above suggests. Jus t  as frequently, their own 
aesthetic  beliefs lead them  to view w hat supports  their  polit
ical interests as great art or beautiful, and  to see w hat might 
u nderm ine  their interests as bad  art, or not even art, mere 
trash. The m erging of politics and aesthetics thus  affects 
w h a t  can be coun ted  as art at all, the reputa tions  of whole 
genres and  m edia  as well as those of individual artists. The 
interests of states vary, and  their interests in art vary ac
cordingly. An industrialized society’s governm ent m ay prize 
o rde r  and  ha rm ony  over discord and “an archy ,” while a 
developing society’s leaders m ay be concerned  that art will 
divert people from the hard  w ork and  steady habits  thought 
essential to econom ic growth. One state m ay forbid art works 
which show racial mixture, while ano ther  encourages  or 
even dem an d s  them.
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The stale  pursues these interests both by supporting  what 
it approves and  by discouraging or forbidding w hat it d isap 
proves—by intervening in the p roduction  of art it considers 
inimical to its interests, by censoring it partially or com 
pletely, even by im prisoning o r  killing those who produce  
or consum e it.

PROPERTY

Many, but not all, societies treat art as a com m odity  which 
can be bought and sold like any o ther com m odity . Artists 
and  business people co llaborate—as we have seen, often u n 
willingly and  with great m utual m istrust—to p roduce  objects  
and events  which can be m arketed , sold, and  distributed 
u n d e r  the laws the state  provides for the regulation of such 
activities. In m aking and  enforcing  these laws, the state dis
plays no particu la r  interest in works of art as such. Its con
cern, ra ther, lies in creating the conditions for routine  eco
nomic activity, art simply being one of the com m odities 
traded.

The law conceives and  treats  property  as a bundle  of 
rights. The rights of the ow ner of a piece of p roperty  vary 
depending  on the kind of property  it is. Art works similarly 
vary in the way the law distributes rights in them  to the 
several categories of people involved in their production.

The basic p roperty  right is a m onopoly  over the physical 
possession of the  object. Artists who p roduce  objects, like 
visual artists, typically sell the right to physical possession of 
a un ique or sem iunique  object: a painting, sculpture, or one 
of a limited n u m b er  of prints  o r  photographs. The purchaser  
(or recipient of a gift) re tains possession and  m ay sell o r  give 
the right of possession to ano ther  person or to an institution. 
Som e objects  do not have that kind of un ique value. A 
prin ted  copy of a book has limited value (unless it is a scarce 
copy of an originally small edition); the w ork 's  value resides 
in the words, not the physical object they happen  to be 
em bodied  in. (A literary work in the a u th o r ’s own hand, such 
tha t the  calligraphy is an intrinsic part  of it, would be unique; 
b u t  even such works can be and  are reproduced , so that 
m any  people  can own copies of them.) W hen you buy a book
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you get the right to your copy, to read  w here  and  w hen you 
want. W hat the writer and  publisher own is the right to print 
and sell copies for others to read.

Perform ing artists sell the right to be presen t at an  event 
which consists of the artist doing som ething  artistic: d a n c 
ing, playing music, or acting. Their property  rights consist in 
being able to prevent o thers  from seeing or hearing w hat 
they  do w ithout paying for it (this was the basis of a suit 
by a circus perfo rm er to prevent a television station from 
broadcasting  film clips of him being shot ou t of a cannon). 
Perform ing  artists often perform  works c rea ted  by o thers  
(composers, playwrights, or choreographers), in which case 
the c rea to r  of the perfo rm ed  work can  sell or license the right 
to perform  it, in public or private, for profit o r  not.

W hen objects  o r  perfo rm ances  are m ade  into p roperty  to 
be sold, the legal system crea ted  by the sta te  defines w ho has 
w hat to sell, an d  the conditions and  term s u nder  which the 
sale m ay occur.

Unique and  sem iunique objects  pose problem s of p ro p 
erty rights, for both  p roducers  and  consum ers, diff erent from 
those posed  by works considered reproducible. The laws 
m ade  and  enforced  by the state  bo th  create  and  solve (or fail 
to solve) these problems. For instance, the question  of fakes 
arises in a different way in the  two cases. A literary docum ent 
m ay not be w hat it pu rports  to be—m ay not, for instance, 
really be the au tob iography  of H ow ard  H ughes—but the 
book you purchase  will be a copy of the pu rpo rted  au tob iog
raphy  of H ow ard  Hughes. On the o ther hand, un ique o b 
jects, by definition scarce, acquire a value beyond tha t  of 
objects  of appreciation  pure  and  simple. It then  becom es 
worthwhile  to create  works which can be passed off as 
som eth ing  other, m ore valuable, than  w hat they really are. 
Fakers of paintings m ay add  o r  change signatures, com plete  
unfinished canvases, m isrepresen t the work of pupils or as
sistants as tha t  of a m ore  well-known m aster, copy an 
existing valuable painting, or fabricate  a pastiche in the style 
of som eone whose work has  high value (B aum an, 1972, pp. 
932-34). A legal scholar con tends  tha t  existing laws do not 
pro tect buyers against being sold faked paintings:
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Even though all states have enacted penal statutes that pro
hibit forgery, such statutes do not deal specifically with the 
creation or marketing of false paintings. The California stat
ute is typical: anyone who signs the name of another with 
fraudulent intent or attempts to pass as genuine any forged 
writings is guilty of forgery. The statute deals primarily with 
forgery of writings or instruments such as checks or bank 
notes, while forged paintings are not mentioned. Even if the 
statute were amended to include paintings, numerous alter
natives for faking paintings are left uncovered. (Bauman, 
1 9 7 2 ,  p . 9 4 0 )

The state, tha t is, has not enac ted  laws sufficiently oriented to 
art works, and  the laws it has enacted, devoted  mainly to 
pro tecting  the integrity of com m ercia l paper, do not do the 
job.

In com parison , art works p roduced  in num erous  cop
ies—books, records, and  films—create  no problem s of fak- 
erv, because  no one has an  incentive to p roduce  fakes. The 
n u m b e r  of copies a lready available m akes the value due to 
authentic ity  too little to m ake  it worthw hile  to expend the 
energy necessary to m ake a credible fake. Because there are 
so m any, you can tell by simple com parison  if you have what 
you want. But people do copy the original, not to defraud  
consum ers, who get w hat they pay for, but ra ther  to steal 
royalties from the ow ner of the rights of reproduction: the 
author, publisher, recording artist, or record com pany. These 
w orks create  worries for the p roducer  ra th e r  than  the 
consum er.

The state creates legal pro tection  in the form of copyright 
laws for artists whose w ork ap pea rs  in multiple copies. Copy
right is usually  rationalized as the law of pa ten ts  is, as a 
way of p rom oting  invention o r  artistic creation by assuring 
the profits from the work to the worker by giving him a 
m onopoly  for a limited period. The laws assum e that w ithout 
such pro tection  no  one would expend  the effort necessary to 
p roduce  the works, whose p roduction  the sta te  finds desir
able and  wishes to encourage. (That is not necessarily true; 
folk artists, as we will see later, do not partic ipate  in the 
m arket in such  a way as to need or w ant such protection.)
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The effect of copyright law on the conten t of works can be 
seen by exam ining  the effects of its absence. As W endy 
Griswold (1981) has shown, American novelists of the n ine
teenth  cen tury  specialized in stories of adven tu re  and  the 
Wild W est because publishers could get fiction of o ther  p o p 
u lar kinds (e.g., novels of m anners)  m ore cheaply by p ira t
ing British novels, to whose au thors  they paid no royalties 
because  there  was at the  time no effective in ternational 
ag reem en t on copyright.

Artists take advantage  of these rights by contrac ting  with 
business people—gallery owners, impresarios, and  m anagers  
of cu lture  industries—who, as we have seen, know how to 
tu rn  aesthetic  value into econom ic value and  have the o r
ganizational m eans  to do  so. Financially ignorant, artists 
frequently  discover that the ir  con trac ts  do not give them  the 
benefits they expected; R. Serge Denisoff explains the sit
uation of rock musicians:

Most contracts include advances for signing as well as a per
centage of the profits from record sales. . . . Many advances 
are against royalties, meaning that the $20,000 given an artist 
by Warner Brothers or Capitol Records will have to be repaid 
to the company before the act receives any income from a 
successful record. Other expenses such as studio, production 
and promotion costs, are frequently included in contracts as 
an advance against royalties. Advances vary from company to 
company and from artist to artist. MC5 received a $50,000 
advance followed by $20,000; like the [Grateful] Dead, they 
found themselves $128,000 in debt to Atlantic Records. It is 
quite possible that an act with a poorly negotiated contract 
can have a gold record [with net domestic sales of one mil
lion dollars] and still not make any money. (Denisoff, 1975, 
pp. 68-70)

Like all contracts , artists ' con trac ts  w ith d istributors  rest 
on a basis of custom ary  practice, which often nullifies the 
advan tages  they seem to provide. Moulin points out tha t  
French art dealers:

have a tendency to deny . . . any legal value to the contract. 
They insist on the secondary character of the legal obligation 
in relation to the moral obligation. The contract is, according 
to them, a gentleman's agreement and what counts is per-
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sonal lovaltv and the value of one’s word, much more than the%/ w

legal significance of the agreement, which only perverts the 
close ties between people. . . . Their objective is to dissociate 
bv all means the relations between artists and dealers from 
their economic and legal context. (Moulin, 1967, p. 322-23, my 
translation)

Not surprisingly, artists find this works to their disadvantage:

Artists, for their part, refer to the inequality of power existing 
between the contractors. . . . Thev estimate that the stocks 
accumulated by the dealer on the one hand and the solidarity 
between dealers on the other guarantee the latter against any 
eventual recourse by the artist, whatever might be the legal 
protections benefiting the authors of objects which are not 
simple commercial products, but rather the expression of a 
creative personality.. . .  [Quoting a painter:] “And then, if you 
start a lawsuit, you would be sunk. It would not be easy to find 
another dealer to take you on after that. The dealers stick 
together on that point.” (Moulin, 1967, p. 324, my translation)

As in the case of fakes, the  law frequently  does not specify 
rights clearly, and legal proceedings are necessary to e s tab 
lish who can  do what with the work. The practice of publi
cizing popu lar  records by having disk jockeys play them  on 
the radio relied on legal in terpretation:

The practice of broadcasting records was attractive, espe
cially to smaller stations, considering the minimal investment 
necessary to fill air time. The opposition of sheet music pub
lishers and a number of performers such as Fred Waring 
and Bing Crosby at the outset hampered the broadcasting of 
gramophone records, but did not end it. As Judge Learned 
Hand was to rule, copyright control ended with the sale of the 
record. Radio stations, therefore, “could not be restrained
from using records in broadcasts.” This interpretation of the 
1909 copyright law, coupled with the publishers' realization 
that radio could provide a forum for their songs, uplifted the 
status of radio as the central avenue for public recognition of 
a songwriter's product. (Denisoff, 1975, p. 219)

W hether m an u fac tu re rs  could sell m achinery  with which 
private citizens could record films and  o th e r  television p ro 
gram s similarly h ad  to be settled by the courts.
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The taxation policies of a country  affect the production  
and distribution of a rt  works. Moulin points out (1967, p. 58, 
citing Reitlinger, 1961) that English painting of the eigh
teen th  cen tury  began to be collected in the United States after 
the  20 percent duty  on classic works of art was repealed in 
1909, and  tha t  m odern  French paintings began to be col
lected a fter  the duty  on con tem porary  works was abolished 
in 1913. She notes, in addition, tha t the speculation charac te r
istic of the art m arkets  she studied has been supported  by the 
absence, in France, of a tax on capital gains and, in the 
United States, by the tax breaks available to collectors who 
donate  works of art to public m useum s. Every change in 
such  laws im m ediately  affects the m arkets  for art works and  
thus  the professional lives of everyone involved in the rele
vant a rt  world.

M uch of w hat I have said is, of course, irrelevant to art 
worlds operating  in countries which do not have a capita l
ist m arket econom y. W hen econom ic activity is regulated 
by, for instance, a state  bureaucracy , the rules of tha t b u 
reaucracy  define who has w hat kinds of rights in works of art 
and  how those rights m ay be transferred . 1 am  not familiar 
w ith any of these systems or their effects on the workings of 
art worlds. Insofar  as artists becom e state employees, their 
situation might be similar to that of industrial scientists in 
the United States, whose inventions typically belong to the 
firms they wrork for.

In addition to creating the fram ew ork  of property  rights 
within which the routine econom ic activities of art worlds 
can  go on (and thus  providing the  legal basis for distribution 
organizations), governm ents  can (although they often do 
not) m ake  laws which pro tect a rtis ts’ reputations  by safe
guarding the link betw een the person and  the work on which 
those repu ta tions  are based. Suppose  I know just w hat an 
artist in tended  in a w ork—not so easy to know—can I, legally 
o r  morally, alter it ju s t  because I own it? If I sell you my 
pain ting  can you pain t a m ustache  on one of the figures in it, 
as D ucham p did on a reproduction  of the Mona Lisa? Or, 
once you hcive bought the work, can  I com e to your hom e 
and  d e m an d  the right to alter it?

Art worlds allow the a lteration of art works w hen  the
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changes do not affect the artist 's  reputation, and  condem n it 
w hen the changes will confuse our judgm en t and  put as
sessm ents  of the artist in doubt. Art world partic ipants  define 
art works as the p roduct of som eone 's  personal vision, m e
diated by his skill, taste, and  sensibility. Art worlds produce, 
maintain, and  destroy repu ta tions  on the basis of the as
sessm ents their m em bers  m ake of the works artists present 
as representing  them  at their best; your repu ta t ion  as an 
artist depends  on your work, insofar as that work, given the 
conditions of its creation, can be viewed as your responsibil
ity. If o ther  people change your work (if, under  some cir
cum stances, you change it yourself), it no longer truly re
flects your artis try  (or lack of it) and cannot be the basis for 
repu ta tional judgm ents .

Because works affect reputations, artists usually refuse to 
release them  for public consideration (w hatever form that 
takes in their world) until they are p repared  to accept the 
world 's judgm en t of them. This is one of the few' places the 
law som etim es affects the m aking of reputations. French law 
(which, Moulin remarks, gives the artist m ore  precise and 
ex tended  guaran tees  than  the  law of o ther  countries) recog
nizes the “m oral rights of the artist," which include the right 
not to have one 's  work altered and  the right not to have 
unfinished work circulated, bo th  rights linked to the act 
of creation. Moulin cites the suit pa in ter Georges Roualt 
b rought against the  heirs of Ambrose Vollard, the well-known 
art dealer, to recover 819 unsigned paintings he had signed 
over to the dealer. She quotes  court decisions which, despite 
the agreem ent Roualt had  signed, concluded that:

the sale of an unfinished canvas does not transfer the property 
since, until it has achieved the degree of perfection of which 
the painter is the sole judge, he can repent having painted a 
work he thinks unworthy of his genius and deny entirely that 
what he has created is the materialization of his thought. 
(Quoted in Moulin, 1967, p. 326, my translation)

The link the court found  is one tha t partic ipants  in art worlds 
believe in, especially in the visual arts, w here  w'orks are so 
frequently  unique objects. That explains the strong em otion 
aroused  when people do in fact change works. Clement
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G reenberg  created  a s torm  of pro test when he repain ted  a 
David Sm ith  sculpture; o thers  said Smith had  in tended  the 
scu lp tu re  to w ea the r  and  tha t G reenberg w as interfering 
with tha t  intention. In a different kind of case, Robert R au 
schenberg  crea ted  a strong aesthetic effect with very simple 
m eans, by m anipula ting  this feeling: he erased, with the 
artist 's  consent, a draw ing by Willem DeKooning. The result 
gets its effect less from its appearance  than  from  the action it 
records.

Because the work form s the basis of the m a k e r ’s re p u ta 
tion, art world  partic ipants  believe that artists themselves 
ought no t to change a work once released to the world. It is as 
though  artists who did that were trying to cheat in the repu 
tational gam e they are playing with history, w ithdraw ing or 
altering w hat has been judged  inferior so that the w orld ’s 
final judgm en t will rest on a revised, incom plete  body of 
w ork  tha t  show s only their  best side.

Art world partic ipants  do not ask for legal protection when 
alterations in the work leave the original version still avail
able for inspection and  evaluation. Literary artists frequently  
do w hat visual artists are usually not allowed to do: they 
revise their work and  m ay even do their best to suppress  
earlier versions of which they no longer approve, buying up 
editions and  refusing permission to print items to which they 
hold the copyright. H enry  Jam es  rewrote his novels ex ten 
sively for the collected edition. Composers do the same; 
Stravinsky redid m any  of his works years a f te r  they were 
com posed. In these  cases, of course, the printings and  reco rd 
ings of earlier versions are still available, so tha t the artist's 
reputation  simply has  a new work added  to it. No unique 
object has  been destroyed by the act; a new  one has instead 
been added  to w hat is available.

Similarly, no one requires legal protection for reputations 
when, as in the perform ing  arts, responsibility can  be sp read  
am ong  the partic ipants , some being responsible for the plan 
of the work, o thers  for its execution. Com posers are not 
responsible fo r  w hat m usicians do to their work any m ore 
than  we hold playwrights responsible for pe rfo rm ances  of 
their  plays. Since the work is never a sufficient guide to how
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it should be perform ed, every pe rfo rm ance  varies, the vari
ations possibly being ones the a u th o r  never in tended or 
though t of and  might not now approve. In that sense, every 
perfo rm ance  changes w hat the original m aker  in tended, and 
changes the work. If the original m akers  retained control 
over the licensing of perform ances, they could in principle 
p reven t perfo rm ances  which would “deface” the original. 
That control can at m ost be retained for the few years during 
which a copyright runs, w hen  one could refuse to license 
pe rfo rm ances  by people one thought might do the w ork 
badly. But once permission to perfo rm  has been given, the 
com poser  or a u th o r  cannot prevent a bad pe rfo rm ance  or 
one which (while not necessarily bad) will p roduce  a result 
com pletely different from, perhaps  antithetical to, what he 
envisioned. H ad Shakespeare  been presen t to see the Mer
cury T heater  production  of Julius Caesar in con tem porary  
dress (see figure 19), he could not have prevented Orson 
Welles’ innovations if he d isapproved, since his work was by 
then in the public dom ain.

Probably Shakespeare  would not have cared, since the 
w ork was well enough known that Welles would have been 
b lam ed for w hatever in the p roduction  did not work. Con
tem pora ry  playwrights w orry  m ore  abou t this, since they 
may get the b lam e for perfo rm ances  tha t do not represent 
their intentions. In general, all the parties to the cooperation 
tha t c rea tes  a work of art who are  defined as "a r tis ts” and 
aw arded  the prestige that goes with the title receive their 
share  of the responsibility for the result. Partic ipants m ay 
then worry only about w hat they can be held responsible  for. 
Actors will thus  perfo rm  in plays they think inferior but 
which provide a vehicle for their  talents, and  playwrights 
m ay prefer  a bad perfo rm ance  to none at all, trusting the 
audience to distinguish their  merits from the c o m p an y ’s in
com petence. Artists generally have no legal recourse in m a t
ters that affect their reputations, although the French laws 
on painting show w hat protection the state could provide if it 
wished.

In  short, the state  creates a body of law that protects  some 
of the rights people have in artistic works regarded  as prop-
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FIGURE 19. Orson Welles1 modern-dress production o f Julius 
Caesar. Playwrights have little control over how their plays are pre
sented, especially after they are dead. Orson Welles and the Mercury 
Theater staged Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar in modern dress in 1937 
to point up parallels with contemporary political events. (Photograph 
courtesy o f the New York Public Library.)

erty. W hen the cooperation tha t produces art works takes 
place in a m arket econom y, general m ercantile  law and  spe
cific laws relating to artistic p roperty  govern tha t  coopera
tion and  create  the situation in which specific career and 
com m ercia l strategies m ay be followed.

NUISANCE

The sta te  also coopera tes  in the production  of works of art 
w hen it intervenes on behalf of nonartists  who claim that 
artists ' work is interfering with som e right of theirs. In  this 
case, as in the creation and  enforcem ent of laws governing 
p roperty  rights, the state  has no direct interest in the works
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ol art themselves; its interest is confined to keeping peace 
am ong  its citizens and, by enforcing the rules of the  game, 
seeing th a t  they m ay  enjoy the rights guaran teed  them.

(Keep in m ind tha t  the cooperation of any of the partic i
pan ts  of which I speak  m ay be seen by the o ther participants, 
particularly  the artist, as noncooperation. That is, the state  
m ay  act so as to limit w hat artists do o r  prevent them  from 
doing anyth ing  at all, in which case that is the s ta te ’s con tr i
bution  to the network of collective activity which produces 
the w ork in its final form. The point is not that the state  helps 
artists to achieve their purposes, but that it influences the 
final form  of the work, by intervening or not in any of the 
ways described here.)

Citizens m ay com plain  tha t w hat an artist does interferes 
w ith  their peaceful and  legitimate en joym ent of their own 
property  and  pursu its  and m ay  ask the state  to prevent the 
artist from continuing to do those things. Many com plaints 
deal with simple physical d iscom forts  and  annoyances. Film 
crews d isrup t a ne ighborhood  with their trucks and  eq u ip 
m en t when they film on location; m usicians practice long 
hours  or play loudly and  d is turb  people in the su rrounding  
area who can hear  them  through  walls that keep out ord inary  
sounds; visual artis ts  m ake a mess or create  smells that 
pe rm ea te  an area outside the studio in which the work is 
being done (e.g., the plastics used in some con tem porary  
sculp ture  create  annoying  and  possibly toxic odors).

Under U.S. law, the state  does not en ter these situations 
unless som eone m akes a complaint, so that artists m ay be 
able to create  such nuisances w ithout in terference for long 
periods of time. In  all the relevant respects, they  can be 
though t of (and their offended neighbors usually so think of 
them ) as not very different from industrial o r  business
polluters. They are in fact subject to the sam e laws and 
sanctions. The difference betw een artists and  industrial pol
luters lies not in the laws bu t in their  ability to fight them. A 
co m p an y  whose noisy m achines bo ther nearby  residents can 
delay enfo rcem ent th rough  legal actions m ost artists could 
not afford.

G overnm ents  m ay  exem pt artists from these constraints,
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just as they exem pt o ther industries, w hen they find it in the 
public interest to do so. Cities often allow film crews to use 
streets as sets, closing them  off to public use for long p e 
riods, and  justify  the practice by the am oun t of m oney these 
workers spend  in local businesses.

W ithout such exem ptions, w hat aggrieved parties co m 
plain of can  usually best be dealt w ith by doing som eth ing  to 
minim ize the nuisance: soundproofing  pe rfo rm ance  areas, 
installing ventilation system s adequa te  to the odors and 
o ther con tam inan ts  the w ork produces, or com pensating  
com plainers  for their d iscom fort (film com panies  often 
m ake  donations  to local causes to soften the com plain ts  of 
inconvenienced residents). Such solutions raise the a r t is t’s 
cost of working (just as pollution controls raise the cost of 
industrial production). Since m ost art requires m ore m oney 
than  artists have (film com panies  are an  exception), co m 
plaints abou t nuisances m ay effectively prevent artists from 
working at all or at least p revent them  from producing  their 
w ork  in the way they would like. Thus, the possibility of such 
trouble  constra ins  m ost artis ts  to p roduce  w ork of a kind 
and  in a way tha t will not provoke claims of nuisance or, 
alternatively, to find places to work and  perform  where 
no neighbors will complain. The rock m usicians Bennett 
(1980) studied rehearsed  in isolated m ounta in  cabins to 
avoid dealing with irate city neighbors.

W hat can reasonably  be considered annoying enough to 
constitu te  a legal nuisance? A sign whose revolving light 
shines in my w indow while I am  trying to sleep is pretty  
clearly a nuisance. Is a sign containing an abstrac t design 
unintelligible to me? Is it if I find the design a sym ptom  of 
godless atheism? Can I be annoyed in a legally actionable 
way by a p ic ture  of a w om an in chains I find sexist, even 
though  it does not m eet the legal criteria for obscenity? By a 
p ic tu re  of an  interracial group giving a clenched hand  salute 
I find politically disturbing? Or will I be told tha t if 1 d o n ’t like 
it I don 't  have to look at it?

People som etim es com plain  not only in their own behalf, 
but to protect the general public from w hat m ay  a p p ea r  to be 
offensive art works. They often allege that som e m aterial
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m ay  be permissible if c irculated privately but not w hen it is 
b ro ad cas t  in such a way that m em bers  of the public canno t 
prevent themselves from seeing or hearing  it. Thus, the word 
fuck  might be perm itted  in a book a reader  knew contained 
it, bu t not on a billboard, w here  one could not know it was 
there  w ithout first read ing  the sign. Some com plain about 
the m a n n e r  of circulation ra ther  than  the content: the co m 
m uters  w ho sued  to prevent G rand Central Station from 
broadcasting  music and  advertisem ents  to them  as they 
walked th rough  it were not com plaining about the particu lar 
songs o r  ads they heard, bu t ra ther  about being required  to 
hear  anything without having personally decided to do  so.

Legal system s vary considerably  in their willingness to 
intervene to p ro tec t the public against objectionable  art 
works. Denisoff (1975, pp. 402-18) describes how the Federal 
C om m unications  Commission, under  heavy right-wing pres
sure, required  radio stations to screen popu lar  records for 
possible p rod rug  messages, implicitly th reaten ing  the sus
pension o r  rem oval of licenses. He quotes  the com m ission’s 
public notice:

[whether] a particular record depicts the dangers of drug 
abuse, or, to the contrary, promotes such illegal drug usage is 
a question for the judgment of the licensee. The thrust of this 
Notice is simply that the licensee must make that judgment 
and cannot properly follow a policy of playing records with
out someone in a responsible position . . .  knowing the content 
of the lyrics. (Denisoff, 1975, p. 407)

Since radio  stations are the chief m edium  through  which 
records  are  sold and  stations refused to risk their licenses by 
playing songs which the FCC might construe  as prodrug, 
record ing  artists and com panies  faced one m ore hurdle  in 
their a t tem p t to construct popu lar  hits.

W here a legal system guaran tees  w hat are called in the 
United S tates  First A m endm ent rights—freedom  of speech 
and  expression—artists m ay  defend themselves against such 
com plain ts  by claiming constitutional protection. (In the 
case of the FCC order  against d rug  lyrics, stations m ade  such 
a claim and  lost.) The problem s here overlap with those
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involved in state  censorship, and  I will treat them  u n der  that 
heading.

In  short, the state  can  affect the  production  of art works by 
acting, th rough  its legal system, to protect the rights of n o n 
artists w ho claim to have been annoyed or inconvenienced 
by w hat the artist does, e ither by the result or the process. 
Artists, aw are  of this possibility, shape their works to avoid 
such p rob lem s (undoubtedly  the vast m ajority  of art follows 
this course) or p lan for the troubles they are likely to have.

INTERVENTION

The state, finally, affects w hat artists do and  p roduce  by 
directly in tervening in their  activities. In tervention  takes 
various forms: open  support, censorship, and  suppression. 
In  this case, the state  acts in behalf  of its own interests, taking 
actions designed to fu rther  those causes and  activities its 
agents th ink crucial or im portan t  for its and  their  survival 
and well-being. To be sure, these activities are often legiti
m ated  by reference to the general welfare, as are all govern
m ent activities, but they are not undertaken , as are the activ
ities jus t  discussed, on behalf of som e citizen who invokes 
the pow er of the state  to  enforce the rules of the  gam e in his 
interest. The state  acts because it has interests of its own.

The interests  the state  pursues  th rough  its intervention in 
the  arts  have to  do with the preservation of public o rder—the 
arts  being seen as capable  bo th  of s trengthening  and  of 
subverting  o rder—and with the developm ent of a national 
culture, seen as a  good in itself and  as som eth ing  which 
p rom otes  national unity ("our heritage") and  the nation 's  
repu ta t ion  am ong  o ther  nations.

The state  pursues  its interests by giving o r  w ithholding the 
form s of support  artists need and  depend  on which the state  
can  influence. Since artists can buy m uch  of w hat they need 
if they  have the m oney, the sta te  can influence the work they 
do by m aking  funds available for some kinds of work bu t not 
for others. The state  can  also influence o ther things artists 
need. Access to distribution channels  m ay be controlled by
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private persons or organizations—by art dealers, magazine 
editors, o r  television netw ork  executives—but the state m ay 
intervene in the selection process by forbidding those people 
to d is tr ibu te  works, kinds of work, or the work of particu lar 
artists. The state  m av forbid artists access to the m eans  of 
p roducing  artistic work, an  especially potent form  of control 
in m ed ia  whose m ach inery  and  materials are so expensive 
tha t  individuals canno t afford them  (e.g., filmmaking). Fi
nally, to m ake  art artists need to stay alive and  free to carry  
on their  work. The state  exercises ultimate coercion by d e 
priving them  of freedom  or life. Every artist, however apolit
ical, thus  depends  on the state  not exercising those powers 
in o rde r  to continue work. Artists rem em ber, as they work, 
tha t the sta te  can suppo rt  their work or use police pow er to 
suppress  it. Their work shows the result, e ither in conven
tionally staying within allowable bounds  or in the chances 
it takes and  the w ay it takes them.

Support
G overnm ents  may regard  the arts, som e or all of them, as 

integral pa r ts  of the n a t io n ’s identity, things it is known for as 
Italy is know n for opera, and  subsidize them  as they would 
any im p o rtan t  fea tu re  of the  national culture  tha t  could not 
suppo rt  itself. They m ay regard  the arts as a positive force in 
national life, a force which supports  social order, mobilizes 
the popula tion  for desirable national goals, and  diverts peo
ple from  socially undesirable  activities (m any governm ents  
clearly believe in the circus p a r t  of the bread-and-circuses 
theory  of governm ent). G overnm ent support  of the arts  often 
m eans  preserving in m u seu m s  w hat has a lready  been done; 
tha t im pulse  leads new nations to dem an d  that works of art 
fo rm er  colonial pow ers have rem oved be re tu rned  to be 
inco rpora ted  into the national heritage. Bui it also often 
includes suppo rt  for working artists, training institutions, 
pe rfo rm ing  groups, exhibition spaces, publication, and  ex
penses of p roduction , as well as fellowships and  o ther  gran ts  
which free ar t is ts ’ time fo r  work.

Jane  Fulcher has described  the "O rpheon," a working-
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class m ass  choral society supported  by the governm ent of 
Second E m pire  France to 1 ‘am elio ra te ’' the condition of 
workers and  thus  to “pacify" them:

The proletariat was a pariah class, "without morals," the 
"classe Dangereuse": the workers’ cabarets were called "dens 
of debauchery” and of clandestine political agitation. They 
had to be replaced by "moral amusements," "safe” enter
tainments like the Orpheon With the recent revolutionary
insurrection of workers still vividly imprinted in their mem
ories, conservatives and officials, obsessed with suspicion, 
desired above all "harmonious" art. The Orpheon stood for 
the ideals they cherished.. . .  The Orpheon was a means to 
"cultivate" the workers,. . .  to imbue them with “taste," to 
assuage and "soften," to help form “judgment"—to “mora
lize." . . .  The Orpheon was given tremendous support, in both 
practical and ideological terms. (Fulcher, 1979, pp. 51-52)

W hen the governm ent sees artistic activities as supporting  
national interests, it provides financial support  which 
otherwise would have to com e from elsewhere or would not 
be available at all. It m ay give a direct financial subsidy, to be 
spen t as the individual artist or the organizers of the art 
group see fit; or access to governm ent-ow ned exhibition or 
pe rfo rm ance  spaces which otherwise would have to be paid 
for; or m aterials  or salaries for specific personnel or ca te 
gories of personnel.

W hatever form  suppo rt  takes, governm ent agencies can 
change their m inds abou t how  m uch  they will give, what they 
will give it for, and  who they will give it to. Both w hat artists 
and  organizations actually produce  and  the responses to it 
influence these decisions. More precisely, the responses a 
w ork evokes in the constituencies to which the governm ent 
and  its agencies are responsive influence future allocations. 
In parliam entary  dem ocracies, legislators fear that o p p o 
nents  will tell the voters w ho elect them  tha t  thev have voted%/

to spend  m oney on works which are foolish, obscene, u n in 
telligible, or unpatriotic . M em bers of the U.S. Congress 
have periodically com plained, on behalf of constituents, 
abou t art works the State D epartm en t has circulated in over
seas exhibitions, books placed in U.S. In form ation  Service li
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braries, or projects  funded  by the National E ndow m ent for 
the Arts. S tate  art agencies have frequently  been attacked 
for supporting  obscene or unpatrio tic  work.

On the o ther hand, when a small dictatorial group not 
immediately responsible  to the citizenry runs  the govern
m en t—as in a military d ictatorship  or som e o th e r  form of 
one-party  s ta te—the constituency influencing the choices 
of those w ho allocate support for the arts  m ay be limited to 
tha t small group of pow er wielders. As long as they approve, 
or at least do not complain, art bu reaucra ts  can pursue 
w hatever course  thev want. Brazilian intellectuals, for in- 
stance, usually explain the films Em brafilm  (the govern
m ent film organization) chooses to finance by referring to 
the cu rren t policies of the ruling military group, explain
ing an em phasis  on historical rom ances celebrating great 
m om ents  in Brazilian history by the governm ent s desire to 
build a g rea te r  sense of national purpose  and mission. Ruling 
cliques gauge the effect of the arts  on their larger purposes  
and  instruct art bu reaucra ts  to allocate suppo rt  accordingly. 
(W hen pow er is tightly held, d isproportionate  weight m ay be 
given to the random  opinions of people connected  to the 
pow erfu l—a genera l’s wife m ay com plain  that a film was too 
risque, and  the people w ho m ade  it m ay have trouble 
financing their p ic tures  from then  on.)

Art b u reau c ra ts  have, in addition to their political constit
uency, a constituency  in the art worlds they w ork with. In a 
totally au thorita rian  state, the art world constituency is 
ineffectual, but in o ther  situations it constitu tes an au to n 
om ous source of power. Some influential people personally 
in terested  in the arts  use their  pow er and  influence on behalf 
of increased o r  continued governm ent support. Artists, their 
friends, and  their families constitu te  a block of votes which
m ight be cast for those w ho further  their artistic interests. 
Som e legislators develop a specialty in legislation pertaining 
to the arts  and  use all the devices of parliam entary  activity in 
su p p o r t  of their  topic, getting financial and  o th e r  form s of 
support  from their art constituency in return. If the state 
undertakes  to help art, the superiors  of art bu reaucra ts  will 
w an t audiences  and  artists to believe that the help is real;
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the bu reaucra ts  m ust therefore cultivate those constituents. 
Thus, the people w ho give fellowships to pho tog raphers  d e 
vote considerable  time to explaining those aw ards, and  the 
ra tionale  behind them, to the art pho tography  world.

G overnm ent support  takes on im portance  as it becom es a 
larger proportion  of the available support for the arts. W here 
art activity takes place in the m arketplace, artists can always 
seek (and pe rhaps  find) financial support  by trying to a ttract 
an audience  or clientele there. If the governm ent does not 
subsidize the publication of my book, som e publisher may 
take a  chance  on it w ithout subsidy, or I can put the m oney 
up myself (thus the  continued  existence of vanity presses). If, 
on the o ther hand, all books are published by a state-con- 
trolled publishing house, I d o n ’t have those alternatives. 
G overnm ent policy on suppo rt  becom es de facto censorship.

But alternatives to governm ent support are seldom  totally 
unavailable. Thus, even where m ost theater  is s ta te -sub
sidized, som e subgroup  m ay  use its resources to finance 
an  e labora te  theatrical life which is not restricted by w hat 
the  governm ent will pay for; Polish s tuden t g roups  have 
for years supported  a professional s tuden t theater, which 
does plays the state  thea te r  will not do (Goldfarb, 1978). 
At one extrem e, the Russian institution of sam izhdat p ro 
vides a primitive kind of publication in which private in
dividuals rep roduce  the work, typing and  retyping m a n u 
scripts the Soviet governm ent will not publish and  which, 
in fact, have been forbidden publication. It is easier to 
find o ther  m eans  w hen the  m ed ium  requires less; literature 
costs less than  theater. W hen governm ent support  dom inates  
the arts  budget, artists m ust take into account as a con
stra in t w hat the governm ent will and  w on 't  support. If o ther 
fo rm s of support  are available—other  pa trons  o r  the open 
m arke t—the governm ent will simply be one am ong  m any 
sources, and  artists will get w hat they can from it to support 
w hat it will suppo rt  and  find o ther  support elsewhere.

Since anyone who gives suppo rt  can  also w ithhold  it, gov
e rn m en t  agencies also influence w hat artists do  by no t 
supporting  w hat they find offensive, useless, or in ap p ro 
priate. They canno t p reven t art works from being done w hen
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o ther  m odes  of support  are available, but if the easiest way to 
find su p p o r t  is th rough  the governm ent, the inertia of e s tab 
lished ways will cause artists to look for p ro jec ts  they can  do 
within the limits of w h a t  the governm ent will support. The 
m anipu la tion  of support  is thus  the least coercive m ethod  of 
governm en t control of the arts  and, consequently, the least 
effective. W hat the governm ent will use it for depends  on 
w hat results it is trying to achieve. By becom ing an integral 
part  of the cooperative netw ork tha t  creates art, the govern
m ent achieves the sam e  kind of influence o th e r  cooperators  
in tha t  network have, but is one of the few such parties with 
overt political goals and  the only one with such massive 
resources  (see Clark, 1976, 1977).

Censorship
At the o th e r  ex trem e of coercion, governm ents  act overtly 

to p reven t som e art  from being done, destroy the results once 
they are done, o r  im prison or destroy the artists. In such 
cases, a less drastic  m ode of governm ent action—su p p res 
sion by benign neglect—turns  into active intervention. These 
cases show tha t  the governm ent, how ever little it does, is 
inescapably  an  im portan t  part of the cooperative art-p ro
ducing netw ork: since it m ight in tervene to prevent the p ro 
duction o r  d istribution of art works, even if it seldom or 
never does, failure to act is a crucial form of coopera tion  in 
artistic activities. Artists count on tha t  failure in sta tes  which 
seldom or never act as censors. Because the state  might act at 
any time, because  it can even if it doesn 't, all works of art 
have a political m ean ing—by acting or failing to act, the 
governm ent indicates tha t it does or does not th ink a partic 
u lar w ork politically im portan t o r  dangerous. Even work 
whose m aker  had  no political intent acquires  political 
m ean ing  in the light of governm ent actions.

The sta te  m ay  a ttack  the artis t or the work, or a ttack the 
artist by a ttack ing  the work. In to talitarian societies, artists 
run  a considerable  risk. Because their work might mobilize 
m ass  uprising or defections, the regime m ay deal with them  
as it deals with o ther  politically dangerous types. Irving 
Louis Horowitz has classified governm ents  on the basis of
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the way they deal with dissident elements, the types ranging 
from “genocidal societies in which the state  arbitrarily takes 
the lives of citizens for deviant o r  dissident behavior" to 
"permissive societies in which norm s are questioned  and  
com m unity  definitions ra th e r  than  state  definition of w hat 
constitu tes norm ative  behavior em erge in the decision-m ak
ing process" (Horowitz, 1980, pp. 44-45). The artist, only one 
of the potential dissidents or deviants governm ents  treat in 
this range of ways, is subject in some societies to the m ost 
ex trem e sanctions.

In  states which do not act against the artist directly, the 
m ost com plete  form of censorship  is the total destruction  of 
the works the governm ent finds offensive. The m odern  a r 
chetype of such action is book burning, even though tha t  
actually destroys, not the work itself, bu t only some copies of 
it; the work will continue to exist in areas the governm ent has 
no jurisdiction over, notably  o ther  countries with different 
political system s and  aims. (Ray B radbu ry ’s Fahrenheit 451 
considers the m ore extrem e case in which every physical 
copy has  been destroyed by an implacable and  efficient re 
gime; even there  the work continues to exist by being re
corded in people’s memories.)

Visual art works which exist in un ique copies can  be co m 
pletely destroyed. That often occurs as a side effect of such 
political upheavals  as foreign conquests  o r  civil war. The 
destruction  of so m any great w orks of religious art in E ng
land a fter  it broke with R om an Catholicism exemplifies the 
process, as does the destruction of Aztec and  Inca  art by 
Spanish  conquerors. In  the first case, the king w an ted  to 
destroy sym bols of religious au thority  and  pow er to which 
the com m on  people m ight continue to respond; in the sec
ond, the conquerors  simply w anted  the precious m etals  the 
works were m ad e  out of. (Conceptual art works resem ble 
literature in this respect—any particu lar copy can  be d e 
stroyed, bu t the idea exists as long as anyone knows it.)

Most censorship  is not so ruthless and  complete. It in ter
feres with the distribution, ra th e r  than  the creation or con
tinued existence, of the works. The state  forbids their sale, 
exhibition, or pe rfo rm ance  in the places w here  and  to the
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people w hom , in the ordinary  workings of the art world, they 
would be sold, exhibited, and perform ed. That is, since art 
worlds have s tanda rd  ways of distributing works to a u 
diences (w hether th rough  a netw ork  of m iddlem en or d i
rectly), censorship  consists of forbidding the artist access to 
those  institutional a rrangem ents , so tha t  the work can be 
done  but canno t be apprec ia ted  or supported  in the usual 
way. Thus, the  state  m ay forbid an au tho r  to send  a literary 
work th rough  the mail, w hen that is the ordinary  m ethod  of 
d istributing  poetry  magazines, or to sell a book or m agazine 
on public newsstands. It m ay forbid visual artists to display 
their paintings in galleries and  m useum s, or forbid musicians 
and d ram atis ts  to perfo rm  in concert halls and  theaters. 
D eterm ined artists find o ther  places w here  it is not (or not 
yet) illegal to continue their activities. They m ay organize 
“clubs," w hose m em bers  may, in the privacy of their “private 
club," en joy films or plays which canno t be shown publicly. 
G overnm ent censors often accept this kind of open sham , 
since it achieves their  chief purpose, to prevent m ass c ircu
lation of w ork  which might mobilize undesirable  public a c 
tivities. Even very repressive governm ents  can  be quite  indif
ferent to the art a small, cu ltu red  elite consum es. They only 
worry w hen the sam e m aterial becom es available to larger 
audiences. (The sam izhdat system of reproducing  typescripts 
of banned  literary works in Russia effectively achieves this 
end.) This rem inds  us that the state  is primarily in terested  in 
the way art affects m ass  m obilization—it supports  art so that 
the population  can  be mobilized for the right things, and 
bans  art because it fears people will be mobilized for the 
w rong things.

Almost all governm ents  have the idea, enforced  through 
censorship , tha t some topics an d  trea tm en ts  of them  are 
offensive to public morals. Censors usually regard  the d e 
piction or d iscussion of som e activities as obscene o r  sac
rilegious an d  thus  morally repugnant. They think these de
pictions would offend m any  people and  therefore  stir up 
public conflict. They would, in addition, corrupt, tem pting 
citizens to engage in the depicted activities themselves, and  
tha t would destroy the moral fiber of the nation and  its
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ability to act together in pursuit of com m on  goals. This 
danger is often thought m ost th rea ten ing  to children who, 
their m oral constitu tions not yet fully formed, are  m ost likely 
to be led astray. Furtherm ore , societies can som etim es create  
a convergence of national goals and  the aspirations of fa m 
ilies so tha t  the  family desires its children to grow up to be 
the  kind of citizens—am bitious and  hardworking, or passive 
and  obed ien t—political leaders w ant to ensure  stability and 
progress. W hen individual, family, and national pro jects  
converge (Velho, 1976, 1979), censorship  designed to pro tect 
children from being led astray seem s reasonable  and  norm al 
to everyone. It em bodies  the  conventionally acceptab le  ac 
count of the p ro p e r  role of governm ent. (Denisoff quotes  a 
right-wing critic of the Beatles: "Let's  m ake  sure four m o p 
headed  anti-Christ beatniks d o n ’t destroy ou r  ch ild ren ’s 
em otional an d  m ental stability and  ultimately ou r  nation" 
[Denisoff, 1975, p. 385].) More extrem e kinds of censorship  
extend that acceptab le  logic to areas where the need is not 
as universally taken  for g ran ted  as is the need to protect 
children.

The potential for governm ent intervention, as suggested 
earlier, gives every work of art a political dimension. If  the 
sta te  refuses to censor a work, people m ay decide tha t after 
all it does not contain  any dangerous  political content, no 
m a tte r  how m uch  the artist m ay have in tended jus t  that. 
Conversely, if the state  suppresses  an  art work, people will 
try to find som e dangerous  or radical political m essage in it,
and  will usually succeed, no m a tte r  how innocent of such•/

in tent the artist was.
H ere  is an  example. I spent the fall of 1976 in Brazil, living 

in Ipanem a, a fashionable section of Rio de Janeiro. As was 
custom ary  for inhab itan ts  of the area, we spent a good part 
of every S unday  at the beach, m eeting friends and  acq u a in t
ances in the cariocci version of a Parisian cafe. One Sunday, 
on the way to the beach  with a n u m b er  of people, we saw tha t 
the fences su rround ing  the  m any construction  sites in the 
area  had  been  spraypa in ted  with poetry. We all a ssum ed  tha t 
the poem  was political. Even though  it appea red  on the 
surface  to be an innocent love poem , we knew tha t the lan
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guage of love has often served as an open  disguise for politi
cal thought in au thorita rian  societies. Brazilian intellectuals, 
particularly, are accustom ed to read political m eanings into 
popu la r  songs and  verse, thinking with good reason  that the 
au thors  in tended  them  to do so (Sant'Anna, 1978). The 
country  w as on the verge of an election as well. Although the 
ou tcom e was not in d o u b t—everyone took for g ran ted  that 
the governm ent would not let the opposition win—the elec
tion had  a roused  enough interest tha t  the poem  might well 
refer to it. Furtherm ore , if it was not political, why was it 
sp raypa in ted  on public walls instead of using m ore conven
tional channels  of distribution? All these being good reasons 
for suspecting political content, we read the in term inable 
stanzas, w hich  went on for blocks. Finally, however, even the 
m ost politically m inded in terpre ters  am ong  our friends de
cided that they could not discover a h idden content, con 
cluding reluctantly  tha t  it w as simply a case of a poet who 
had  not been able to get his work published. Using the m eans  
of d istribution suited to an  underg round  political m essage in 
a coun try  in which censorship  was then a daily fact gave the 
poem  a political potential. (Indeed, it is possible tha t gov
e rnm en t officials might have seen the political message 
which even our politically sensitive friends could not find.)

Artists plan their w ork having in m ind how potential s tate  
action will affect them. Here is an o th e r  exam ple from Brazil. 
The C ensura  was pervasive. Records, films, and  plays had to 
be approved  before release and  distribution. Even though 
prelim inary  versions had  been approved, the final ready-to- 
sell version might be held up indefinitely by the censo r’s 
refusal to approve. Plays were refused approval on opening 
night. One day at the beach, som eone asked one of our 
acqua in tances  w h a t  he, a theatrical designer, was working 
on. He m entioned  a n u m b er  of p ro jec ts  including an inter
esting one he though t he would nevertheless turn down. 
Why? Because it was very political and  he had  heard  rum ors  
that, in the end, the censors would not allow it to be done. 
Why w aste  his tim e on som ething that would never be p ro 
duced? People began discussing recen t events to see w hether  
censors were in fact becom ing less restrictive. Som eone
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m entioned  that a new recording by Chico Buarque, a popu lar  
singer, held up by the Censura for several m onths  because  of 
the political na tu re  of som e of the lyrics, had  finally been 
released. Som eone else said it had  been, bu t tha t  since its 
release the  police had  been picking up copies from local 
record stores. I said that that couldn 't  be true because  I had 
jus t  bough t two copies locally the day before. Som eone spec
ulated tha t  perhaps  they were picking them  up only in ce r
tain neighborhoods. The set designer listened interestedly, 
since all of this could indicate m ore  o r  less lenience on the 
part  of the censors, which would affect his decision on which 
jobs  to accept.

Censorship affects the calculus with which partic ipants  in 
m aking a rt  assess the likely consequences of taking part  
in any particu lar  project. The likelihood of one consequence  
o r  an o th e r  varies from time to time and  place to place, so 
tha t  up-to-date  news of w hat the  authorities have done  can 
influence decisions. Censors can  thus  divert people from 
an tigovernm ent a rt  by small gestures which affect that 
calculation.

W hatever  form of censorship  a society practices—w hether  
it is openly political or exercised in the nam e of good taste 
and  the protection  of ch ildren—it becomes, like all the o ther 
regular activities conventionalized in an art world, an  eno r
m ous constra in t internalized by m ost partic ipants, who thus 
do not even experience it as a constraint. Chico Buarque, the 
Brazilian singer just m entioned, him self a victim of consid
erable  censorship, described  these effects graphically in an 
interview:

[The censors] mutilate all the characteristics of an epoch. 
These kids who are beginning to make music today. Can you 
imagine? If, in their first attempts . . .  everything is already 
prohibited, that produces a monstrosity of self-censorship, 
fatal to any kind of creative activity. They are a generation 
born within the system of censorship, to whom the certificate 
of liberation [the censor’s OK] is as normal and necessary as 
their identity card. To me, to a generation that created itself 
almost without censorship, it's shocking to have to send 
texts . . .  for a government official to examine, to say whether
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it can be released or not. For the kid who comes up now, it's 
not like that. That's why so many people compose in English 
[instead of Portuguese], because it’s easier to get through. "The 
next lime I’m going to get it right, since it seems that I did 
something wrong.’’ That can be the thinking of a kid who 
starts out and finds himself censored. (Chrysostomo, 1976, p.
4, m v translation)

To sum m arize , the state  partic ipates in the netw ork  of 
cooperation, the art world, which produces  the works ch a r
acteristic of a pa rticu la r  m edium  at a particu lar time. It 
creates the  fram ew ork  of property  rights within which artists 
get econom ic su p p o r t  and  m ake reputa tions. It limits w hat 
artists can do  w hen  it protects  people whose rights m ay have 
been infringed by artists in tent on p roducing  their work. It 
gives open  suppo rt  to som e form s of art, and  to som e p rac 
titioners of those forms, w hen they a p p ea r  to fu r ther  n a 
tional purposes. It uses state  pow er to suppress  work which 
seem s likely to mobilize citizens for d isapproved  activities 
o r  prevent them  from  being mobilized for appropria te  
purposes.

The state  thus  acts like o ther art world partic ipants, p ro 
viding opportun ities  to get art w ork  done  by giving support 
both  directly and  indirectly for w hat it approves  of, and 
acting as a constra in t  on o ther  activities by preventing  ac 
cess, for works deem ed  unsatisfactory, to som e of the facil
ities ordinarily  available to all partic ipants. Thus, the state 
m ay p reven t w orks from being d is tribu ted  (the most usual 
form of in tervention) or from continuing  to exist, or may 
punish  those people guilty of creating undesirab le  work by 
death , im prisonm ent, or o ther  kinds of sanctions. In this 
sense, all artists depend  on the state  and their  work e m 
bodies tha t dependence.
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W hen T.S. Eliot's widow published a photographic  rep ro 
duction  of the m an uscr ip t  of her husband 's  fam ous poem  
The Waste L and  a f ter  his death , the  literary world  learned 
how m uch  the final version of the  work owed to two o ther 
people: Eliot's first wife, Vivian, and  his friend Ezra Pound. 
In  their  various ways, the  two had  radically altered the poem, 
and  their  a lterations contribu ted  considerably  to its d istinc
tively m odern  look, to som e of the features for which Eliot 
was especially praised.

Part 4 of the poem , "Death by W ater," consisted in Eliot’s 
original of m ore  than  ninety lines of a quite  conventional 
character. Pound  d idn 't  like it and  crossed m ost of it out in 
the m anuscrip t,  leaving only the last ten lines, which began 
"Phlebas the Phoenician, a fortnight d e a d . . . . "  M uch less 
p repared  for, the section explains itself less and, in m odern  
style, requires m ore  w ork of the reader. Valerie Eliot explains 
w hat happened , relying on co rrespondence  betw een  the two 
men:

Depressed by Pound’s reaction to the main passage, Eliot 
wrote: "Perhaps better omit Phlebas also???" "I DO advise 
keeping Phlebas" replied Pound. "In fact, I more’n advise . . .  
he is needed ABSOlootly where he is. Must stay in." (Eliot, 
1 9 7 1 ,  p .  129)

192
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And he did stay in.
The editorial work w ent beyond cutting and  m inor a ltera

tions. Part 2, "A Game of C hess/ '  includes a conversation 
with som eone identified as a thirty-one year old w om an who 
has  had  m ore  children than she w ants  because  "Albert won't 
leave her alone." Eliot originally wrote a line for Albert’s 
wife's conversational p a r tn e r  which explained all the un 
w anted  children: "You w an ted  to keep him at home, I sup 
pose." Vivian Eliot crossed this out and substitu ted  "W hat 
you get m arried  for if you don 't  w an t to have children?" Eliot 
deleted "to h a v e / ’ but Mrs. E liot’s line appeared  otherwise 
unchanged  as line 164 of the poem , m ark ing  an im portan t 
change in the tone of the passage (Eliot, 1971, pp. 14-15, 20, 
21, and  139).

Saxe Commins, a longtime editor for R andom  House, 
worked closely with the poet Robinson Jeffers over a period 
of m any years, and  his changes (m ade as suggestions ra ther 
than  changes) affected the tone and  conten t of m uch  of 
Jeffers’ work. Jeffers’ long poem The Double Axe contained a 
n u m b e r  of bitterly anti-Roosevelt and  anti-Trum an lines 
Com m ins found offensive and thought others would find so 
offensive as to hurt  the book 's  reception. He suggested that 
Jeffers change these vindictive lines. W hen the final version 
arrived, he wrote Jeffers unhappily:

I noticed, of course, all the changes you have made and in 
almost every instance they are immense improvements. There 
are two, however, which give rise to misgivings on my part. I 
refer to page 25, where you changed the line

To feed the vanity  of a para ly tic  an d  m ake 
trick fortunes

to
To feed the  pow er-hungcr  of  a para lyzed  m an  and  

m a k e  trick fortunes.

This is hardly a change at all. Would you consent to a further 
revision to make it read

To feed the  p o w er-h u n g e r  and  m ake  trick fortunes.
(Commins to Jeffers, 12 February 1948)

Jeffers replied:
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If you insist, let the verse read "To feed the povver-hunger 
of a politician"—instead of "paralyzed man." And I hope you 
will always protest when Caesar's epilepsy is mentioned. Or 
Dostoevski’s—though it influenced his genius, just as Roose
velt’s paralysis influenced, and to some extent excuses, his 
character. This is my reason for speaking of it.
( J e f f e r s  to  C o m m i n s ,  19 F e b r u a r y  1948)

Jeffers similarly agreed to a lter a passage referring to "little 
T rum an"  to read "H arry  T rum an"  (Commins, 1978, pp. 
125-29).

Maxwell Perkins, ed itor for Scribners, constructed  the 
novels for w hich  Thom as Wolfe becam e fam ous. Wolfe gave 
him boxes of raw  first d raft  and  Perkins cut and  rearranged  
the m aterial into the form in which it was published.

All of these cases exemplify the process of editing in its 
most obvious form, in which a professional editor, or friends, 
relatives, and  colleagues acting in tha t  capacity, m ake  (or 
help the artist to m ake) the choices which give the work its 
final shape. They take this out, pu t tha t in, change w ording 
an d  style, rearrange sections—all those changes m ake  the 
w ork w hat it finally is. But editors are not the only ones who 
do things and  m ake  choices th a t  affect the charac te r  of the 
resulting work. Every partic ipan t in the cooperative network 
tha t creates the w ork—whose m em bers  we have been d e 
scribing in earlier chap te rs—has som e such  effect. If we gen
eralize the analysis, and  m ake  w hat editors do s tand  for the 
multiple choices m ade  th roughou t the life of a work by the 
m any  different people who coopera te  in its making, we can 
see how art worlds affect the charac te r  of the works m ade  by 
their m em bers . We can see how, in fact, it is not un reaso n 
able to say tha t  it is the art world, ra th e r  than  the individual 
artist, which m akes the work.

CHOICES

I find it useful to think of an  art work taking the form  it 
does at a particu lar  m om en t because of the choices, small 
and  large, m ade  by artists and  o thers  up  to that point. Shall I 
press the shutter-release bu tton  on my cam era  now o r wait a
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m inute? Shall I play the next note louder or softer? With 
w ha t kind of attack? Longer or shorte r  than  the similarly 
m arked  notes tha t su rround  it? Shall 1 put a spot of blue here, 
o r  pe rhaps  green, or m aybe  nothing at all? As these choices 
are m ade, from m om ent to m om ent, they shape  the work. 
Suppose  I undertake , as a photographic  project, to investi
gate the life and  culture  of the Italian com m unity  of San 
Francisco s North  Beach district. Following the typical p rac 
tice of con tem porary  photographers , w hether they arc in ter
ested in tha t kind of docum en ta ry  pro ject or in the ex
ploration of som e m ore formal and  abstrac t artistic problem , 
I will m ake  a very large n u m b er  of photographs. Each  ex
posure  will be a choice from a large n u m b er  of possibil
ities. I m ight decide to concentra te  on portraits  of older 
people, believing tha t close-ups of their  faces will contain  the 
essence of the culture. I might, conversely, decide to pho to 
graph  such  neighborhood events as the Colum bus Day Pa
rade o r  the blessing of the local fishing fleet (see Becker, 1974, 
and  figure 20), or such neighborhood institutions as taverns, 
restauran ts ,  grocery stores, and  churches. In either case, I 
then  choose lenses, films, times of day, and  particu lar people 
and  places. H aving done that, I m ake m any exposures of 
each  portra it  subject and  even m ore of the people and  places 
I select as characteris tic  of the area. I vary distances and 
angles, and  shoot essentially the sam e subject repeatedly, 
expecting that m om entary  variations in expressions, moods, 
postures, and groupings will m ake  im portan t diff erences in 
the result.

I m ight thus  expose as m uch as ten to tw enty  rolls of 
thirty-six exposure  film during a day of serious work, and 
m ight devote anyw here  from one to one hundred  days (or 
more) to the project. But I w ould  not, when I p resen ted  the 
results of my w o r k  in a b o o k  o r  e x h i b i t  o r  p h o t o  e s s a y ,  u s e  all
those images. After all, on the above schedule I might p ro 
duce as m any  as twenty or thirty thousand  separa te  fram es 
of film, m ost of which would be technically usable. But the 
average exhibit w ould  contain  thirty or forty images, and  a 
book might use as m any as one hundred . 1 would m ake 
contac t sheets which show ed every frame, review them



FIGURE 20. Howard S. Becker, The Blessing of the Fishing 
Fleet in San Francisco, print and contact sheet. Editing consists of 
choosing, from among the available possibilities, what you will pre
sent to the audience. Having decided to include these altar boys (a) in 
my photographic representation o f a neighborhood religious ritual, I 
still had to choose this frame in preference to (b) several other frames 
I had made, those in turn representing a choice o f ways to photo
graph them from a larger selection o f possibilities (see Becker, 1974).
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carefully, m ake prelim inary  selections into rough work 
prints, and  experim ent with various selections and  a rrange
m ents, pu tting  som e in, taking som e out. When an invitation 
to publish or exhibit arrived, I would m ake a final selection, 
but that selection m ight be changed  on later occasions. (W. 
Eugene S m ith ’s photographic  investigation of a Japanese  
fishing village poisoned by industrial wastes, M inam ata, a p 
peared  in several versions of varying lengths which perm it 
com parison  of the varying selections, a m agazine version in 
1974 and  the book in 1975.)

That description gives only a rough idea of the n u m b er  of 
choices m ade  in the course of such a project. Nevertheless, it 
is sufficient to show how a final w o rk - in  this case, a p h o to 
graphic exhibit or book—arises out of a m uch larger body of 
possibilities. Som e of those possibilities never take physical 
form because  the pho tog rapher  rejects them before shooting 
them . O thers  get onto  the film and  the  contact sheet but are 
never prin ted; of those printed, m ost do not survive the later 
weedings-out. But the possibilities were there to choose from 
and  rem ain  there in the negatives, to be chosen, perhaps, at 
som e later time.

A similar process occurs  in every art form. Artists consider 
them es, materials, sequences and  com binations, and lengths 
and  sizes, and  choose am ong  them. They may choose one 
possibility in this work and  an alternative in a later version, 
perform  a work one way one  time and  choose a variation the 
next. Som e choices becom e habitual. Som e get em bodied  in 
physical ob jects  and  thus becom e perm anen t.  Others are 
ephem eral,  the works d isappearing  when they are finished, 
to be rep laced  on ano ther  occasion by an o th e r  version.

My description of the choices that constitu te a work of art 
is deceptively oversimplified. 1 described the artist m aking 
the work, as though only one person  were involved. In fact, 
as I dem onstra ted  earlier, a great m any  people are involved 
in the organized division of labor I have called an art world. 
Their choices, m ade  th roughout the life of a work, and  the 
artis t’s knowledge of what their s tandards  and choices will 
p robab ly  be, constitu te  the m echan ism  by which partic ipa
tion in an  a rt  world affects w ha t artists do and  the charac te r  
of the work.
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My description is oversimplified in ano ther  wav. I de 
scribed the choices m ade  in a restricted range of time, be 
ginning with the genesis of the artist 's  idea and  ending with 
the  artist delivering the finished p roduc t—the one the artist is 
p repared  to accep t as truly representing  his or her "spirit," to 
use the w ords of the French court in the Roualt-Vollard 
case—to the agents of the d istribution  system. In fact, as 
earlier chap te rs  h in ted  and  this one will docum ent, conse
quential choices occur over a m uch  longer period. Art 
worlds, th rough  the activities of partic ipants  o th e r  than  the 
artists, affect a rt  works beyond the life of the w ork 's  original 
maker.

All these choices, m ade  by all these partic ipants  over the 
w ork ’s life, are w hat give m eaning  to the assertion tha t art 
worlds, ra th e r  than  artists, m ake works of art. The literary 
editor, the  prototypical nonartis t partic ipan t in these fateful 
choices, exemplifies w hat I have in m ind sufficiently to w ar
ran t calling the entire process of choosing, by w hom ever and 
whenever, editing.

T H E  EDITORIAL MOMENT

I noted in ch ap te r  1 that, while m any people partic ipate  in 
the m aking of any art work, art worlds (and the societies in 
which they operate) ordinarily  aw ard  only a few the h o n o r
ific title of artist, treating them  as the ones whose choices 
really m atter , whose actions reveal the rare  gifts only artists 
have, w hose repu ta tions  will be m ade  or broken by the 
w o rk s ’ reception. T ha t m akes sense because those people 
ordinarily  m ake  m any of the choices and, knowing that 
they will be pra ised  or b lam ed for the results, choose m ore 
carefully than  m ore anonym ous, less responsible actors. 
So we can  begin ou r  analysis of the way art worlds shape 
the choices of their partic ipants  (and thus  the charac te r  of 
their  typical works) w ith the actions of artists, seeing how 
these result from  artists ' accep tance  of art world constra in ts  
and  their internalized dialogue with the art world 's  o ther  
m em bers . We can  focus, in a necessarily speculative ac 
count, on the actual m om ents  of choice. Call them  editorial 
m om ents .
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Im agine  w h a t  is clearly not true, that every last detail ol 
the work as it ultimatelv occurs  results from someone's, 
p resum ably  the a r t is t’s, conscious choice, ignoring for now 
the m a n y  choices m ade  by o thers  besides the officially des
ignated artist. Ignore, as well, the fact that the people who 
create  art works do  not deliberate over every choice. If m u 
sicians had  consciously to devise scales and  build in s tru 
m ents  before they could m ake a new work, for instance, they 
would have neither time nor energy to p roduce  work, at least 
not in the quantities  possible if they do not m ake all the 
choices consciously.

W hen we m ake a detailed analysis, which critics and  his
torians som etim es m ake, of an art w ork’s developm ent 
th rough  successive sketches or drafts, wre explore the areas 
of choice the artist was aw are  of, the alternatives m ore or less 
consciously chosen between. Such developm ents contain  an 
infinity of choices we might investigate; the sum  of those 
choices is the work. Artists m ake the choices w ith reference 
to  the organization they work in; that, at least, is the a s 
sum ption  of the analysis tha t  follows. It is not easy to find out 
abou t these m atte rs  and  thus  prove the assum ption, because 
artists find it difficult to verbalize the general principles on 
which they m ake their choices, or even to give any reasons at 
all. Thev often resort to such noncom m unica tive  s ta tem en ts  
as "it sounds  be tter  tha t way," "it looked good to me," or "it 
w orks.’’

That inarticu lateness  frustra tes  the researcher. But every 
a r t ’s p racti tioners  use words whose m eanings they c an 
not define exactly  which are nevertheless intelligible to all 
know ledgeable m em bers  of their world. Jazz m usicians say 
tha t som eth ing  does or does not "sw ing”; thea te r  people say 
tha t a  scene "w orks” or does not "w ork .” In neither case can 
even the m ost knowledgeable partic ipant explain to som e
one not a lready fam iliar with the te rm s’ uses what they 
m ean. Yet everyone w ho uses them  unders tands  them  and 
can apply them  with great reliability, agreeing abou t what 
swings or works, even though they canno t say w ha t they 
mean.

Consider the possibility that m ost of the choices m ade  by 
artists during  editorial m om en ts  are m ad e  w ith  reference to
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som e such undefinable bu t perfectly reliable s tanda rd  like "it 
swings" or "it works." That artists can  coopera te  on the basis 
of such  undefinable s tandards  an d  aesthetic  principles sug
gests tha t they do not work by consulting a set of rules or 
criteria. Rather, they respond  as they imagine o thers  might 
respond, and  construct those imaginings from  their repeated  
experiences of hearing people apply the undefinable te rm s to 
concrete  works in concrete  situations. A musician plays; 
o thers  tell him tha t  he has or has not swung. He listens to 
som ething, ventures an opinion as to w hether it swings, and 
finds ou t w hether o thers  agree with h im  or not. F rom  a 
m ulti tude  of similar experiences he learns w hat the s tan da rd  
m eans, how  to use it as o thers  do.

We can refer, to unders tand  how artists cooperate  on the 
basis of such reliable vagueness, to George H erbert M ead's 
analysis of "taking the role of the o ther"  (Mead, 1934; 
Blumer, 1966). Mead opposed  a sim ple-m inded stimulus- 
response psychology, in which people simply do, in the 
p resence  of the appropria te  stimulus, w hatever they have 
been conditioned to do.

He suggested that, instead, people move actively th rough  
their environm ents , searching for objects  to direct their  ac 
tivity tow ard. W hen they m eet such an object (and he in
cluded am ong  objects  o ther  people), they im m ediately  in
te rp re t  its m eaning  by im puting  to it various tendencies to 
respond  to the  actions they might undertake. Thus, people 
gradually  shape  a line of action by taking into account not 
only their  own impulses bu t also the  imagined responses of 
o thers  to various actions they might undertake. It is not 
crucial tha t their assessm ents be correct; people are often 
w rong  abou t such  things. But it is crucial that, by and  large, 
people act with the  anticipated  reactions of o thers  in mind.

This implies tha t artists create  their  work, at least in part, 
by antic ipating  how o ther  people will respond, emotionally 
and  cognitively, to w hat they do. That gives them  the m eans 
with which to shape  it further, by catering  to a lready existing 
dispositions in the audience, o r  by trying to train the a u 
dience to som eth ing  new. Photographers  have to learn, for 
instance, to respond  to their own pho tographs  in the sam e
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way others  will, to recognize consciously w hat o thers  will 
respond  to m ore or less unwittingly. Doing that m akes it 
possible to construct pho tographs  deliberately to produce 
particu lar  em otional effects.

During the editorial m om ent,  then, all the e lem ents  of an 
art world com e to bear  on  the m ind of the person making the 
choice, who imagines the potential responses to w hat is be 
ing done  and  m akes the next choices accordingly. Multitudes 
of small decisions get m ade, in a con tinuous dialogue with 
the cooperative netw ork  tha t m akes up the a rt  world in 
which the w ork is being m ade. Artists ask themselves, "If  I do 
it this way, how will it feel? To me? To others?" They also ask 
them selves whether, if they  do it that way, resources will be 
forthcoming, w hether o ther  people they depend  upon  for 
cooperation  will in fact cooperate , w hether  the state  will in
tervene, and  so on. In short, they take the point of view of 
any o r  all of the o ther people involved in the netw ork of co
operative links th rough  which the w ork will be realized, 
and  modify w hat they are doing so as to fit in m ore or less 
easily with w hat o thers  have in mind to do. Or they may 
not modify it, unders tand ing  the price they will probably  
have to pay.

This process takes place very clearly when artists choose 
the m aterials  they will work with. Suppose I am  a composer. 
W hat ins trum ents  shall I write for? In principle, I can choose 
any com bination  of in s trum en ts  I can think of: four Jew 's 
harps  and  a w ash tub  bass or a conventional string quartet,  a 
duo, or an  orchestra  of one h u n d red  players and  several 
choruses. I can write a sonata  for unaccom pan ied  anything: 
sonatas, accom pan ied  and  unaccom pan ied , have been writ
ten for every conceivable instrum ent. If you com pose an 
ins trum enta l  sonata, you know  it will probably  get played, 
especially if it is for in s trum ents  not ordinarily used for solo 
perfo rm ance . T rom bone  players and  double bassists hunger 
for additions to the limited solo repertoire  for their in s tru 
ments, and virtuosi of these ins trum en ts  frequently  co m 
mission new works. Composers, w hen they decide w hat in
s trum en ts  to score their ideas for, know that works written 
for two violins, viola, and  cello—the conventional string
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q u a r te t—have a substan tia l chance  of being played because 
string quarte ts  a lready exist, ready to play works written for 
them . If, on the  o ther  hand , they write for bassoon  and 
ha rm on ica  or for organ, snare  drum , and  bass saxophone, 
they know tha t  those players will have to assem ble  th e m 
selves specially for the occasion and  that friction itself will 
p reven t the  work being played often (and w hen it is played, it 
will likely be in a  music school, where it is easiest to assem ble 
such odd  groupings). You m ight say that the world  of o r 
ganized music needs string quarte ts  in a way tha t it does not 
need  works for m ore  unorthodox  com binations of in s tru 
m en ts—except, of course, when som eone com m issions a 
w ork for an  unorthodox  com bination, in which case the 
p rea rranged  sale of the w ork to some already mobilized 
cus tom er  solves the problem .

Artists similarly take the  imagined responses of others, 
learned  th rough  their experience in an  art world, into ac 
count w hen they com plete  a work. How do artists know 
w hen  they are through, w hen  to stop painting or writing? 
Their decisions on these m atte rs  often take into account the 
way o th e r  m em b ers  o f  the a rt  world will react to w hat they 
decide. If you interview artists abou t this, they often canno t 
tell you how they know w hen they are done. W hat they can 
tell you is not so m uch  w hen a w ork is done as w hen it m ust 
be done. W hen artists tell you w hen  som eth ing  m ust be done, 
they are not talking abou t anyth ing  inherent in the na tu re  of 
the  m ed ium  or form they work in, but ra th e r  som ething 
abou t the obligations genera ted  by the art world.

Thus, if the  opening  of a play is announced  for Jan u a ry  3, it 
will have to be perfo rm ed  on tha t d a te—or we will have to 
re fund  money, tell critics not to bo ther  to show  up, lose 
audiences, lose the chance  to do o th e r  plays, and  dam age  the 
confidence of actors and  thea te r  ow ners severely. The p ro 
duction  and  distribution system s of m any arts  p roduce  such 
deadlines. I know tha t  I m ust p roduce  fifteen lithographs by 
a certa in  date, because  my gallery has  announced  the show  
for tha t date, the  critics will be there, and  the work m ust be 
available to be seen and  written about. Most arts  e ither p ro 
vide such  dates  for their practitioners  or give them  m eans
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with which to genera te  them. As the artist s tands over the 
stone drawing, he knows the date  by which his fifteen prints 
m ust be ready. Suppose  o u r  movie is to open at Radio City 
Music Hall on Christm as Day. Not only do we know w hen we 
m ust be finished, but we can  also construct a time table, 
working backw ard  from  tha t date, specifying w hen  the var
ious e lem ents  of the work m ust be done. If it is to open on 
Christmas, we know w hen the m usic  m ust have already been 
recorded ; if we know that, we know when it m ust have 
a lready been written; if we know that, we know when the 
finished scene m ust be ready so that the m usic  can be 
synchronized with it; and  so on.

Saxe Com m ins actually w rote a book for an au tho r  who 
failed to p roduce  a biography of Lillian Russell whose p u b 
lication was p lanned  to coincide with the opening  of a movie 
abou t her. W hen, a few weeks before the announced  p u b 
lication date, the au tho r  had not p roduced  a page of fin
ished m anuscrip t,  Com m ins m oved in with him and  tu rned  
s tacks of raw  da ta  into a book (Commins, 1978, pp. 153-69).

Few people respond  to works of a rt  as self-consciously as 
tra ined  artists do. Most people know tha t a musical piece 
m akes them  feel sad, but do not know the melodic and 
harm on ic  devices by which that effect has been achieved. 
Being self-conscious about the process, artists guess wrong 
less often than  non-artists do. They predict the likely 
response of o thers  correctly and  create, m ore  o r  less, the 
effect they want.

Artists can predict accurate ly  because  the artistic process 
is so conventionalized. Since we conventionally experience 
m ino r  keys as sad or m ournful, com posers  can  consult their 
own reactions for a guide: "If I write this in a m inor key, it 
will affect people as sad, since it m akes m e sad, and  will 
p roduce  the em otion  1 am  after .’’ Such  form ulas enable  a r t 
ists to an tic ipate  o the rs ’ responses  with great accuracy.

Conventions becom e em bodied  in physical routines, so 
that artists literally feel w hat is right for them  to do. Sud- 
now 's  (1978) analysis of how- he learned to play jazz piano 
shows how  conventions of the craft get em bodied  in the 
tiniest details of the artist 's  physical experience and  m akes
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clear the inseparable  connection between the physical act 
and  the conceptual work tha t  go into m aking art; in fact, to 
speak  of them  as two different things tha t need connecting 
m issta tes  the case. As a result, while m uch  of w hat artists do 
is conventional, it is not therefore easily changed. They ex
perience conventional knowledge as a resource at a very 
primitive level, so deeply ingrained that they can think and  
act in conventional te rm s w ithout hesitation or forethought. 
They experience editorial choices as acts ra th e r  than  choices. 
Sudnow  dem onstra tes  graphically tha t what he learned was 
as m u ch  a way of reaching for a handfu l of notes on the 
p iano as it was a way of thinking abou t how  those notes 
would com bine to m ake a melody. He does not say, bu t it is 
also true, that in those m om ents  of s im ultaneous feeling and 
thinking w hat is being thought consists of a continual d ia 
logue with the  world relevant to the choices being m ade. The 
editorial and  creative m o m en t fuse in a dialogue with an  art 
world.

Being creative as well as reflective, innovative as well as 
repetitive and  routine, editorial m om en ts  em body  an inter
esting and  difficult d ilem m a for artists. To p roduce  unique 
w orks of a rt  tha t will be interesting to audiences, artists m ust 
un learn  a little of the conventionally right way of doing 
things they have learned. Totally conventional pieces bore 
everyone an d  bring the artist few rewards. So artists, to be 
successful in p roducing  art, m ust violate s tanda rds  m ore  or 
less deeply internalized.

Thus, a lthough artis ts  ordinarily  take into account the 
im agined responses of o ther  m em bers  of the a rt  w?orld d u r 
ing the  artistic m om ent,  they learn to ignore them  at times. 
They also learn to ignore the responses of people w ho do not 
belong to the art world. T ha t is equally hard, since most 
m em b ers  of art worlds (other than  the few wrho are born into 
them ) were once n o nm em bers  and  learned all the things 
n o n m em b ers  still know and  believe. But artists have to do 
m any  things norm al people d o n 't  do: m any  exercises for 
actors, for instance, consist in behaving in public  in ways 
o rd inary  people behave only in private. They m ay have to 
touch  people who are relative s trangers to them , engage in
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em otional ou tbursts , take off their  c lothes—things nonactors  
would be too shy to do before others. O ther arts  require  
people to get their hands dirty with paint, clay, or o ther 
m aterials. Since children are usually trained not to get dirty, 
it takes som e doing to overcom e tha t training. My wife once 
taught a ceram ics class at a dow ntow n night school. The first 
night two ra th e r  well-dressed w om en cam e into the ceram ics 
room  and, w hen  they saw piles of wet clay around, asked 
with horror, "You m ean you have to do it with your hands?" 
W hen they were told that, yes, they did have to do it with 
the ir  hands, they left and  got their m oney back.

Still an o th e r  lay reaction artis ts  have to m aste r  is a dislike 
of waste. The Tactile Art Group, the sem inar referred  to in 
ch ap te r  3, a t tem p ted  to invent a new art form as a simulation 
exercise in the sociology of the arts. We chose the tactile 
m ode, an area  of experience we thought had  not been used to 
its full artistic potential, and  week a fter  week a ttem pted  to 
create  w orks based on the sense of touch. One of the best- 
liked w orks p roduced  during  our investigation, "Cookie," 
was a pe rfo rm ance  piece, during  which the artist poured  
various foodstuffs, including a freshly broken egg, over the 
h an d s  of an  aud ience  m em b er  (see figure 21). Wasting 
tha t egg upset ou r  group: we could hear o u r  m others  
asking with ho rro r  how m any  eggs we proposed to w aste  
in this foolishness, did we know  tha t eggs were food, and 
w hat abou t the  starving people in wherever-it-is. The ex
am ple  is trivial, but in fact m any  in ou r  group at first found 
it distasteful to w aste  food. We continued  to use foodstuffs as 
one  of the m ain  tactile m aterials in our works, soon over
com ing that qualm . Som etim es it is not the waste of food or 
o ther  em otionally  laden substances, but simply the w aste  of 
m oney or time tha t bo thers  novices. Fledgling pho tog
raphers  learn tha t m ost of the film they expose, con trary  to 
the lay expecta tion  tha t every picture should com e out, will 
be w asted  and  not w orth  printing. Teachers of photography  
spend  considerable  time teaching s tuden ts  not to expect 
every a t tem p t to be perfect, that a lot of film and  p ap e r  must 
be w asted  to get w hat might, with luck, be one good p ho to 
graphic  print.



FIGURE 21. A performance o f Cookie by members o f the Tactile 
Art Group. Like many artists working in new genres, the group had 
no special materials or instruments available to it and relied on 
ordinarily available foodstuffs and household items.
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W riters often find, as do photographers, that the subjects  
they feel m ost at hom e with and can exploit most thoroughly 
violate the confidence and privacy of their friends, asso
ciates, lovers, and  neighbors. Any well-socialized person 
know s be tter  than  to violate those elemental relations of 
trust, yet artists often feel compelled to do it. Being artists 
m ay no t pro tect them  from the anger of those they exploit, 
bu t aud iences  w ho know none of the people involved are 
m ore  forgiving, the  m ore  so the longer ago the violation. 
T ru m an  C apote’s stories of Eastern  society figures gave the 
general public intimate, gossipy details of a n u m b er  of m ore 
or less well-known scandals  he had  learned abou t by be
com ing friendly with the people involved. Larry Clark s 
pho tograph ic  book Tulsa (1971) con ta ined  pho tographs  of 
d rug  users, his friends since adolescence, w ho  had  no notion 
th a t  they would one day find themselves in a book (the book 
was w ithdraw n after  som eone sued). Capote and  Clark 
had  learned, as m any  writers and  pho tographers  do, to p ro 
duce  innovative work by shutting  som e potential partici
pan ts  out of the  interior dialogue inform ing the m any edi
torial choices that constitu te  the work.

Som etim es artists cannot think of a wav a round  the com- 
plaints they envision lay audiences making, and  suppress  
w ork tha t nevertheless interests them  enough to complete. 
Thus, when artists die they often leave behind a body of 
secret work, which they let only a few trusted  friends see d u r 
ing their  lifetimes, lest it create  em b arrassm en ts  for th e m 
selves o r  others. Mark Twain suppressed  his pornographic  
writings in deference to his w ife’s wishes, E. M. Forster w ith
held a hom osexual novel for publication after his death, 
and  Toulouse-Lautrec kept his m ore explicitly sexual brothel 
p ic tures  locked up. It would be interesting to com pare , for a 
variety of artists during  different periods, the work they 
m ad e  and  th rew  away, the work they m ade  and  kept but did 
not feel it safe, politic, or wise to show to anyone else (each 
choice reflecting the social constra in ts  they opera ted  under), 
and  the work they actually displayed to the public  as ch a r
acteristic, the work they w ere  willing to let decide their re
pu ta tions  and professional fates.
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The im portance  of learning to incorpora te  o ther  m em bers  
of the cooperative netw ork into the interior dialogue th rough  
which the artist m akes the work can be seen by considering 
two m arginal cases. Art s tuden ts  frequently  have trouble 
working because, not incorporating  relevant others, they do 
not know how to solve com m on  problem s with m axim um  
efficiency and m in im um  trouble. It is easiest to uncover the 
dialogue with the art world which underlies the sem iau to 
m atic operations of experienced practitioners by w atching 
those for w hom  none of it is au tom atic  because  they are still 
learning.

C handra  M ukerji (1977) describes film s tu d en ts ’ learning 
to incorpora te  the im agined reactions of o thers  into their 
decisions as gam es they play to practice thinking in filmic 
conventions. S tuden ts  play gam es as a form of practice be
cause no film school gives s tuden ts  sufficient equ ipm en t to 
try  out all their ideas in actual film production. Instead, 
s tuden ts  play at filmmaking by describing w ha t they would 
like to do; o ther s tudents  foreshadow  the likely responses of 
o ther  film world partic ipants  in their com m ents  on the fea
sibility an d  p robable  effect of an  idea. As Mukerji explains:

Since the rules film students use in their games are film- 
making conventions, when they play these games they are 
practicing the use of these conventions. Students start with an 
idea from their own imaginings, explaining how it could be 
made into an element of a film. (Mukerji, 1977, p. 25)

She quotes  a s tudent:

Well, basically, I got the idea when I was there (at an 
auction) and thought it would be easy. I wanted to show the 
three types of people at house sales and how they react. I 
wanted to have visuals of the people standing in line outside 
(the house), the family inside, looking empty and examining 
their possessions, and the professionals running the house 
sale. The sound would be interviews with all three types of 
people, alternating with the picture. I thought you could just 
go to one, photograph those elements that occur in every' 
house sale: the line, the professionals and how they do their 
work, the family looking stunned and the house left a com
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plete mess. Now 1 don’t know why he thinks that would be so 
h a rd . . . .  (Mukerji, 1977, pp. 25-26)

She goes on:

He said it would take two or three cameras to shoot. The 
student who had introduced the idea [into a playful gathering 
of film students] was told that the idea was not even good 
enough to play with. [An advanced student who had dis
missed the idea as technically too difficult] argued that a film 
about an auction would require a large number of cameras 
that no student could hope to find while in school. (Mukerji, 
1977, pp. 26 and 28)

(See the account of the professional version of these activ
ities in R osenblum  and Karen, 1979.)

The im portance  of the interior dialogue with an art world 
for the a r t is t’s decisions shows up  in ano ther  marginal case, 
w hen som eone  is trying to construc t  a new art form. Such an 
en terprise  is difficult precisely because the questions that 
can  ordinarily be answ ered by referring to the imagined 
responses  of o thers  in the cooperative netw ork  cannot be 
answ ered tha t way. No cooperative netw ork  exists yet, or not 
m uch  of one. No s tandard  ways of doing business can be 
used to p red ic t  the likely responses of those recruited to  such 
positions as audience  m em ber. The lack of conventions 
m anifests  itself as a gross inability to m ake editorial choices 
or to judge the  results of choices m ade. If you do not know 
w hether  a particu lar  choice was good or “w orked ,” you c an 
not decide w hether to change it the next time. Contrast the 
ease with which people who work in m ore established forms, 
w hich  have conventions and  canons  to be consulted, can 
advise one another. One of the great difficulties of the Tactile 
Art G roup was tha t its m em b ers  could not tell w hether  they 
were doing anything worthw hile  o r  were ju s t  wasting time 
and  m aking fools of themselves. W hen disaffected m em bers  
denounced  the o thers  because the art works they were m ak 
ing were not art, the victims of the denunciations, however 
m uch they liked their work, had  no critical or aesthetic  lan
guage or a rgum en ts  with which to coun ter  the accusation.
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EDITING BY O TH ERS

Artists, the  people w ho get the credit or b lam e for art 
works, typically m ake  m any  of the choices which shape a 
w ork ’s character. The a rt  world 's o ther  partic ipan ts  affect 
the result by entering into the internal dialogue which p re 
cedes and  accom panies  those choices. But o ther  partic ipants  
affect art works m ore  directly as well, m aking choices of their 
own which, independen t of the a r t is t’s wish or intention, also 
shape  the work. Som etim es artists recognize the possibility 
and  think of it as they work; often  they do not know, and  
perhaps  could not know, w hat o thers  will do to afreet their 
work, an d  thus  canno t accom m odate  to it. These fateful 
actions of o thers  occur during  the work 's entire life, often 
a fter  the  artists themselves have died; the effects m ay be 
tem porary  o r  perm anen t.

M anufactu rers  and  d istributors  perform  an editorial 
function by failing to m ake som e m aterials and  equ ipm en t 
available. They thus effectively prevent artists from m aking 
certain  choices or m ake  them  prohibitively expensive in time 
an d  effort for all but people de term ined  to have just tha t  item 
as part  of their work. W hen the m a jo r  suppliers reduce the 
variety of pho tograph ic  film and  p ap e r  available, they force 
m e to edit out of the possible corpus of my work w hat I might 
have m ade  with the unavailable  materials. Artists notice 
these  constra in ts  w hen som e favorite m aterial d isappears  
from  the m ark e t—w hen  they can no longer, for instance, get 
Agfa's R ecord  Rapid  paper. But artists are always co n 
strained by the unavailability of materials, especially those 
tha t  never were m ade  at all, because  suppliers d idn 't  know' 
how to m ake  them  or had  re jected  the possibility as im prac 
tical or unprofitable. Conversely, w hen suppliers m ake new 
m aterials available, they add  to the possibilities from which 
artists can choose. The Polaroid system of in s tan t  color 
pho tography  created  new  artistic possibilities.

M any art works exist in the  form of directions to others 
telling them  w hat to do to actualize the work on a particu lar 
occasion. The directions m ay consist of a musical score, the 
script of a play, a m anuscrip t to be printed, or plans for a
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building. Since no directions can fully specify an action to be 
undertaken , the in terpreters  of those directions necessarily 
m ake choices tha t  are independen t of the artist 's  intentions 
(no m a tte r  how hard  the in terpre ters  try  to be “authentic  ’). 
Fearing tha t the in terpreters  will betray them, som e artists 
give m inute ly  detailed directions designed to restrict in ter
pretive choices. A con tem porary  score m ight indicate just 
how m any  inches from the rim of the snare  d ru m  the per
cussionist shall hit the head with his stick; Renaissance 
com posers, on the o ther  hand, trusted  m ore to the influence 
of con tem porary  pe rfo rm ance  s tanda rds  and  often left even 
the  choice of notes to perform ers  (Dart, 1967). The co n tem 
porary  com poser, John  Cage, overcom es the desire of per
form ers to play w hat they know how to play well and feel 
com fortab le  with by using random izing  procedures  to create 
scores that will be unfam iliar  to the m usicians who play 
them. Innovative architects  try to supervise the details of 
construction  to prevent w orkm en from sabotaging, by con
ventionalizing, their  designs.

Musical works and plays whose au tho rs  are long dead  are 
especially vulnerable to extensive re in terpre ta tion  by p e r 
formers. S hakespeare ’s plays have been cut, rearranged, 
and  perfo rm ed  in anachronistic  costum es to point up con
tem pora ry  relevances. Directors have  em phasized  political 
and psychological them es growing out of theories less than  
one hundred  years old in plays alm ost five hundred  years 
old. C onductors  and m usicians habitually  edit baroque 
works, playing them  on ins trum ents  that did not exist when 
they were com posed, excising repetitions, re in terpreting 
o rnam ents .

Many people m ake similar interpretive choices when exe
cuting w hat seem to be simple craft operations, p roducing  an 
apprec iab le  eflcct on the  final work. B arbara  H ardy  notes 
that:

George Eliot s punctuation is very light, informal and 
“modern." In the manuscript all the semicolons here [she is 
referring to the epigraph to chapter 70 of Daniel Deronda], for 
instance, are commas. The printer formalized her punctua-
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lion and it is rash to speak about her “heavy" style without 
knowing that the heaviness is in pari, at least, the result of an 
imposed style of punctuation. (Eliot, 1967, p. 903)

(The sentence in question reads “ In the chequered  area of 
h u m an  experience the seasons are all mingled as in the gol
den age: fruit and  blossom hang  together; in the sam e m o 
m ent the sickle is reaping  and  the seed is sprinkled; one 
tends the green cluster and  the o ther treads the wine-press.”) 
Emily Dickinson, after a similar experience with a local 
printer, simply gave up publishing her work.

Artists do not m ake everything they do available for public 
display. They withhold m uch  material as unfinished: drafts, 
sketches, or projects which did not meet their  expectations 
and which they do not w ant to affect their reputations. Al
though artists frequently  decide which of their works to m ake 
public and which to withhold, during an art is t’s lifetime 
friends or professional editors also m ake those choices, 
and  executors do it after his death. Editors ' and  executors ' 
choices m ay not coincide with the artis t’s, and  dead artists 
canno t p reven t their work being show n in a form  they  m ay 
not have  w anted . Max Brod ignored his friend K afka’s orders 
to bu rn  his unpub lished  m anuscrip ts  a l te r  his death . Critics 
and readers  apprecia te  the choice, bu t it w as Brod 's and  not 
Kafka's.

Brod m ade  all of K afka's  w ork  available. O ther executors  
choose m ore selectively and  have  a correspondingly  greater 
effect on the body of work which thenceforth  represen ts  an 
artist to the public. Consider Eugene  Atget, a F rench  actor 
w ho  decided in his forties, a ro u n d  the tu rn  of the century, 
tha t he  should spend his life docum enting  the city of Paris 
photographically . He acquired  a large view cam era  and  went 
every day to  som e part of Paris, pho tograph ing  buildings, 
s tore windows, characteris tic  types of people, parks, m a r 
kets, and  so on. Over a period of thirty years he m ade  th o u 
sands of photographs. Few people knew his work. Shortly 
before his dea th  in 1927, a young American pho tog rapher  
nam ed  Berenice Abbott met the old m an  and  decided tha t he 
was a photographic  genius whose work needed to be p re 
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served and  p resen ted  to the public. She persuaded  him to sit 
for h e r  cam era . W hen she brought some prints  of the portrait 
for him to see, she found that he had just died. She got 
control of his negatives, thereby  preserving them from p ro b 
able destruction, and chose from them the w ork bv which 
he first becam e known to a larger public than  the few artists 
w ho had  been buying pictures from him. That work might 
best have been described as Eugene Atget’s as selected by 
Berenice Abbott (1964). In la ter years, o thers  have m ade  quite 
different selections from the sam e body of raw  material. In 
the sam e way, John  Szarkowski and  Richard Avedon chose 
images from  the large corpus created  as a hobby by the 
French pa in ter  Jacques  Henri Lartigue to create  a m ajo r  
exhibition and  a book, and  Nancy Ncwhall created  the image 
of Ansel Adams as a pho tog rapher  w ho specialized in Yosem- 
ite and  the W est by picking the pho tographs  which m ade  
up the first books on which his reputa tion  rested. Although 
Lartigue and  Adam s were alive, the editors did m uch the 
sam e kind of selective choosing as Abbott, with the sam e 
result: the artist w as represen ted  by a body of work that 
reflected som eone  else’s sensibility and standards.

The people and  organizations who distribute  art works 
m ake editorial choices w hen they refuse to distribute  some 
works, require changes in o thers  before distribution, or 
(most subtly) create  a network of facilities and a body of 
practice  which lead artists in the world whose works they 
distribute  to m ake works which lit easily into that scheme. 
W hen the recording  industry  chose to s tandard ize  the ten- 
and  twelve-inch seventy-eight-rpm disc, jazzmen chose work 
for record ing  tha t  fit into the associated time constraints. 
Longer works could not be properly  or profitably distributed. 
Live perfo rm ances  often ran longer than  recorded versions, 
because  m usicians included m ore  im provised choruses, but 
the actual com position fit the  s tan d a rd  form ats. W hen in
troduction  of the long-playing record eventually cased this 
distributional constraint, m ost LPs continued  to consist of a 
n u m b e r  of tracks of approxim ately  the  length once dictated 
by what fit on a ten-inch seventy-eight-rpm disc. It took 
years  for jazz com posers  to take advantage  of w hat the LP
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had  m ade  possible (e.g., Eddie Sauter 's  forty-eight m inute  
“Focus,” com posed  for saxophonist Stan Getz and  a string 
orchestra). Curators, publishers, conductors , and  theatrical 
and  movie p roducers  all perform  editorial functions by 
creating and m ain tain ing  channels  of distribution m ore  
adequa te  for som e kinds of work than  for others, and  totally 
inadequate  for still others. They thus  select, o r lead m akers  of 
art works to select, choices which fit easilv into the available 
system.

Though audiences are am ong  the m ost fleeting partic i
pan ts  in art worlds, devoting less time to any particu lar work 
or to w orks of a kind than  m ore  professionalized partici
pants, they probably  con tribu te  m ost to the reconstitu tion of 
the  work on a daily basis. Audiences select w ha t will occur as 
an art work by giving or w ithholding their partic ipation in an 
event o r  their a ttention to an  object, and  by a ttending  selec
tively to what they do a ttend  to.

R em em ber  tha t  the object of ou r  analysis is not the art 
w ork  as isolated ob ject or event bu t the entire  process 
through which it is m ade  and  rem ade  w henever som eone  
experiences or apprec ia tes  it. T ha t gives a special im portance  
to the au d ience ’s contribution. From  this viewpoint, any 
work has only those characteristics its observers notice and  
respond  to on any particu lar occasion. W hatever its physical 
properties, they do  not exist in the experience of people who 
do not know' or care  abou t them. They a p p ea r  and  disappear, 
depend ing  on w hat the audience knows how to perceive 
(Bourdieu, 1968). W hat audiences know thus m akes the 
work, if only temporarily. For tha t reason, w hat audiences 
choose to respond  to affects the w ork as m uch  as do  the 
choices o f  artists and support  personnel.

Malraux, Eliot, and o ther  critics have noted that the a p 
pearance  of a new art work changes the charac te r  of those 
tha t p receded  it. D anto’s analysis (1964, pp. 582-84) suggests 
tha t tha t  h appens  because  the new work calls a tten tion  to a 
p roperty  all works had  w hich went unnoticed  because it did 
not vary' from  work to work. Thus, we might say that con
ceptual art pieces m ade  som e audiences realize tha t  a phys
ical object was no t a crucial com ponen t of visual art; for
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som e works (see the works of H aacke [1976], for instance) 
the physical object is only a way of em bodying an idea, and 
o th e r  em bod im en ts  of it would serve ju s t  as well. The idea is 
the artist 's  contribution, not the object. Audiences who ac 
cept tha t p rem ise  then  look at earlier works as em bodim ents  
of ideas as well as beautiful objects, adding  to them  a ch a r
acteristic tha t  they m ay not have had before. Audiences 
m ake new choices of w hat to a ttend  to, and  the work changes 
accordingly.

Sm ith  (1979) has described the variety of possibilities she 
has paid a ttention to in one of S hakespeare ’s sonnets (Son
net 116) over a period of years. She prefaces her  account by 
noting the varied reception the sonnets  have received since 
they were written:

[T]he sonnets have been characterized, by men of education 
and discrimination, as inept, obscure, affected, filled with 
“labored perplexities and studied deformities," written in a 
verse-form “incompatible with the English language," a form 
given to “drivelling incoherencies and puling, petrifying rav
ings/' We might recall especially Henry Hallam’s remarking 
of the sonnets that “it is impossible not to wish that Shake
speare had not written them," and that his assessment or 
distress was shared, at some point in their lives, with some 
variations, by Coleridge, Wordsworth and Hazlitt.

Wish Shakespeare had not written them? Lord, man, we 
may wish to shout back into that abysm of time, did you really 
read them? Well, presumably Hallam did read them, as did 
Dr. Johnson, Coleridge, Wordsworth, Hazlitt and Byron (from 
each of whom I have been quoting here): but whether any of 
them read the same poems we are reading is another ques
tion. Value alters when it alteration finds. The texts were 
the same, but it seems clear that, in some sense, the poems 
weren't. (Smith, 1979, p. 10)

I will sam ple  just a few of the varied qualities she found in 
Sonnet 116, thereby doing an injustice to a subtle  analysis:

As a discriminating young snob, 1 was pre-disposed to find the 
value of any poem inversely proportional to the frequency of 
its appearance in anthologies. Moreover, 1 had heard this one 
read too often at the wedding ceremonies of friends. It be-
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came an embarrassment just to glance at its opening lines, an 
agony to recall the couplet. And, to cap it, a professor whose 
opinions 1 valued very highly had once demonstrated in class, 
with great wit and dash, that the sentiments of 116 were as
inane as its logic was feeble and its imagery' vague [Ten
years ago] I discovered an altogether different 116. It was not, 
as I had previously thought, the expression of the poet as 
Polonius, intoning sentimental sententiae on the virtue of re
mote virtues, but rather the poet as Troilus or Hamlet or Lear, 
in a fury of despair, attempting to sustain the existence, by 
sheer assertion, of something which everything in his own 
experience denied. So, I might have said then, to be sure the 
arguments are frail and the sentiments false and strained: but 
this is nonetheless a powerful sonnet because, among other 
things, that very frailty and strain and f alseness are expressive 
of what is strong and true, namely the impulse not to know, 
not to acknowledge, not to “admit" what one does know and 
would wish to be otherwise.

A lovely reading of the poem, I think .. . when 1 believe it. 
And it does have the virtue of rescuing, for me, the value of 
one sonnet: which is to say, of letting me have, as something 
good, what would otherwise be something bad—which, in the 
total economy of the universe, must be reckoned as a profit. 
But, as for evaluating the sonnet: that I cannot do. Not only 
does its value, for me, depend upon which of two mutually 
incompatible interpretations I give it (and I still can give it 
either) but I’m also aware of the fact that I sometimes enjoy it 
even when I’m giving it the weak interpretation, and some
times enjoy elements of it when I’m barely giving it any in
terpretation at all. For example, it's sometimes nice just to 
experience again the semi-abstract symmetries of its syn
tax and sound-pattems, those boldly balanced mouth-filling 
clauses: Love is not love/ Which alters when it alteration finds/ 
Or bends with the remover to remove. . . .  a pleasure to say. Or 
again, like Professor B., I sometimes enjoy “bombast,” and 
can take pleasure in the sheer excesses of the poem, as such. 
Experienced against a daily background of scrupulously 
qualified professional precision, in which one has heard one's 
colleagues or oneself saying, often enough, things like: “Well, 
it seems to me that, in a sense, it might be possible, under 
certain circumstances, for some forms of what is commonly 
referred to as ‘love’ to have a relatively lengthy duration"—it’s
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really nice to hear a good, strong, unqualified absolute or two:
Oh, no, it is an  ever-fixed m a rk
That looks on tempests and is never shaken....
Love alters not.. . .
But bears  it out even  to the  edge of doom.

It's just an element of the poem, but it’s there among the 
others; and sometimes it just hits the spot. But, of course, 
nothing hits the spot all the time, because the spot is always 
different. (Smith, 1979, pp. 12-14)

Audiences vary from  time to time and  place to place 
in w ha t they a t tend  to. Since audience  responses are typi
cally as conventionalized as those of o ther  partic ipants  in 
art worlds, even though stratified by nearness  to the p ro 
fessional core, audience m em b ers  respond  in general as do 
o ther m em b ers  of their  segm ent, and  choose m uch  the sam e 
things out of the work 's  possibilities as o thers do. As we saw 
in ch ap te r  2, audiences can bo th  learn to experience new 
elem ents and  forget how to experience old e lem ents  of a 
work, as we have lost the ability to respond directly to the 
religious and  geom etric  e lem ents of fifteenth-century Italian 
pa in ting  w ithou t special tra ining (Baxandall, 1972).

If the choices of audiences and  support personnel can 
rem ake  works so drastically, we can reasonablv think of art 
w’orks as not having a stable character. Even when they are 
physically stable, retaining those characteristics the artist 
chose, they differ in the way they a p p ea r  in people s ex
perience. It is not just that they are differentially evaluated. 
Different qualities actually  com e and  go as people attend 
to them  differently. Bodies of work by a particu lar artist 
change their cha rac te r  even more, as editors add to or su b 
tract from the corpus.

DEATH AND CONSERVATION

Som e editorial choices have m ore  profound  effects, 
changing the physical object itself. Those effects last, while 
the effects of Sm ith 's  varying interest in this or that quality of 
Sonnet 116 leave the object in tact for o thers  to m ake som e
thing else of. Art w'orks, we might say, are m aim ed or die.



218 ♦ E D I T I N G

Just as works are created  anew each  time som eone  expe
riences them, they die when no one ever again experiences 
them  directly, or even secondhand , by hearing the descrip 
tions of those with firsthand experience. Since art works can 
die, som e artists, sensitive to tha t possibility and  w anting  a 
repu ta tion  tha t will survive them, take into account in m a k 
ing the choices which create  the work tha t some choices have 
a lower m ortality  ra te  than  others.

Art works die either because som eone  executes them, as in 
the politically m otivated  destruction considered earlier, or of 
neglect, because  no one cares enough to save them. John  
Phillips (1973), discussing the destruction  of religious scu lp
ture  and  buildings in England  in the sixteenth and  seven
teenth  centuries, notes the im portan t pa rt  “p ic tu resque  
ru ins” played in later English rom antic  painting and  poetry, 
pointing out tha t those ruins, once functioning religious 
buildings, were “the destroyed fabric of the medieval church  
in E n g lan d ” (Phillips, 1973, p. x). His description of the 
com bination  of m otivated  depreda tion  and  neglect that 
p roduced  those ruins exemplifies the way art works die:

The proud abbey at Glastonbury was suppressed in 1539 
and given over to pillage and destruction in the name of 
reform. When it came into the possession of the Lord Protec
tor Somerset, he stripped the roofs of lead and arranged for a 
group of about two hundred Flemish weavers to take over the 
deserted buildings. Six houses were refurbished, but most of 
the buildings remained in great need of repair. Under Queen 
Mary the weavers left the country, and though there were 
hopes of restoring the abbey, little was done.

In the early seventeenth century, Glastonbury was quar
ried. Frequently, gunpowder was employed to hasten its dem
olition; the abbey's squared freestone, rubble core in the 
walls, and heavy stones of the foundation were tempting 
prizes for neighboring builders. It is possible that the solid 
foundation across the marshland which acted as support 
for the causeway to Wells was formed from the stones of 
Glastonbury.

Early in the eighteenth century, it seems that the abbey was 
tenanted by a Presbyterian who committed much havoc; 
every week, he sold a pillar, a buttress, a window joint or an
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angle ol fine hewn stone to the highest bidder. Continued dep
redation throughout the eighteenth century and into the nine
teenth reduced most of the remaining fabric. Today, Glaston
bury's foundations have almost completely disappeared.

Yet these strange, desolate piles are still capable of moving 
us deeply. .. . (Phillips, 1973, p. ix)

Executioners have a hard  time killing art works so tho r
oughly that they never a p p ea r  again, especially w hen the 
work exists in multiple copies (books as opposed to 
paintings) or w hen a w ork ’s un iqueness  does n o t  define it 
(perfo rm ances  as opposed to objects). As long as the ideas 
con ta ined  in it persist, the w ork continues to exist. So poetry 
tha t  has been b anned  and  is no longer prin ted  by govern
m ent prin ters  will exist if people have m em orized it. Even 
objects  tha t  have been destroyed may continue to exist, in 
reproductions, pho tographs , drawings, o r  o ther aids to m e 
mory. C onceptual art works can never be destroyed physi
cally, since only the idea need survive. At the extrem e, works 
exist in title only. Scholars a ttr ibu te  one h und red  and eleven 
titles to Sophocles, b u t  seven tragedies and part of a satyr 
play are all whose texts survive; Aeschylus wrote a trilogy 
about P rom etheus, but only Prom etheus B ound  still exists, 
while Prom etheus the Fire-Bearer and  Prom etheus U nbound  
have d isappeared  (Hooper, 1967, pp. 267 and  190).

Nevertheless, works die. As a m a tte r  of logic, works which 
have truly been killed, for w hatever reasons, cannot be 
know n to us; if their m em ory  survives so that we know of 
them , they still live. In fact, the political effort to kill art 
works and, on occasion, their creators  m ay fail precisely 
because the only objects  and  ideas worth killing are those 
w hich  have already in terested  a large aud ience  or are likely 
to do so. W hen a  governm ent tries to kill them  it stimulates 
fu r th e r  interest and  multiplies the n u m b er  of copies in exis
tence, both  physically and in peop le’s heads.

Art works m av be killed as a m ore  or less un in tended  
consequence  of some o ther  destructive activity. W ars fre
quently  destroy  a rt  w orks in areas  subject to bom bing  or 
o ther  attacks, as occurred  during  World W ar II in Europe 
and during  the w ar in Vietnam. Art works m ore often die of
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neglect than  from deliberate destruction. Social and  physical 
en tropy  inevitably lead to the scattering and loss of art o b 
jects. To persist, works of art m ust be s tored so tha t  they are 
not physically destroyed. To persist in the life of an art world, 
they m ust not only rem ain  available by continuing to exist, 
they m ust also be easily accessible to potential audiences. 
M useums, libraries, archives of all kinds, and  o ther  com m on  
institutions protect art works and  prevent their d isappear
ance. M useum s and  libraries usually separa te  their  active 
collections, items easily available to the public, from inactive 
collections, s tored where they can only be gotten to with 
special effort. Som e objects  are thus  very alive, displayed on 
walls o r  available in library stacks, while o thers  are in s to r
age, w here  only scholars and  o thers  w ho know they are there 
and  reques t  special access can get at them. In e ither case, the 
w orks exist in an  art w orld ’s life in a way tha t is not true  of 
works which, continuing to exist physically, can only be 
found in scattered  attics, secondhand  stores, or little-known 
churches. These lost works cannot be found by the conven
tional m ethods  by which interested parties search for m a 
terial tha t interests them, not being listed in library ca ta 
logues, in catalogues raisonees of the w ork  of well-known 
artists, or in lists of m useum  holdings. People who w ant to 
experience these works for scholarly or o ther  reasons will not 
know  they are there to experience.

How do  m useum s and  o ther  storage institutions decide 
w hat goes into the ir  collections and w hat does not merit such 
care? They usually explain that their job  is to conserve the 
cultural heritage of the  country  o r  of all hum anity . But that 
does not explain much. You would be hard  put to construct 
on the basis of such s ta tem en ts  a form ula whose application 
would p roduce  the collections those institutions contain. The 
m u seu m s contain  works selected by a netw ork  of curators, 
m useum  trustees, patrons, dealers, critics, and  aestheticians. 
They contain  work tha t  m eets  the aesthetic s tandards  of 
som e or all of those people, and  those s tanda rds  develop 
in response to the requ irem en ts  of such institutions as 
m useum s.

Because the prevailing aesthetic  does not m ake  them
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officially art, w orks not defined as art rem ain in such unoffi
cial collection and storage places as attics and secondhand 
stores. Only w hen som eone’s aesthetic, backed by the re
sources necessary  for storage, labels work as art does the 
work get into the easily accessible m useum  system. But 
m any  eccentric  and  individualistic people have co m m an d  of 
such  resources: rich people, kings, com m issars. Rich people 
have frequently  founded small m useum s to preserve m ate r i
als they found interesting but which had  not previously been 
though t w orth  such preservation. The M useum of American 
Folk Art in New York preserves items tha t were not always 
kept in m useum s, although now they com m only  are: merry- 
go-round horses, quilts, w ea ther  vanes, and  tavern signs. 
Only recently have such collections, originally limited to 
folk art of the original th irteen American colonies, included 
work by later im m igran ts  to the United States. This p ro b 
ably reflects an ideological shift from  a celebration of the 
essentially British past of the United States to a dem ocratic  
inclusion of the art of groups whose culture  had formerly 
been thought primitive, lacking in artistic merit, and  un- 
American, such as American blacks and  Hispanics.

Similarly, the work of naive artists—who work in no es-9

tab lished m edium  and  belong to no organized art w orld—of
ten fails to survive, as we will see when we consider them in 
the next chapter. Not being in tegrated  into any conventional 
system of creating and  distributing art, the works suffer from 
natural decay, the offended sensibilities of neighbors, the 
resulting actions of m unicipal and  county  building d e p a r t 
m ents  and  zoning commissions, and the vandalism  of 
ne ighborhood  children. Few works can w iths tand  such a 
com bination  of assaults, unless (as som etim es happens) a r t 
ists, dealers, and  collectors becom e interested, finding in the 
w ork  h itherto  unnoticed  virtues. Acting together, they m ay 
succeed  in incorpora ting  the work into an art w orld ’s storage 
svstem an d  thus  save it.

Self-conscious art worlds, then, organize to preserve some 
of the w ork  done in them. W hatever that w orld ’s aesthetic  
ratifies as sufficiently im portan t  artistically or historically 
will be placed in the appropria te  repositories and  kept alive
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(or, at least, in suspended  animation). Aesthetic decisions 
decide the life o r  death  of works. Even more, they decide the 
life and  d ea th  of genres. W orks in a m edium  or style defined 
as not art have a m uch  shorte r  life expectancy than  those 
defined as art. No organizational imperatives m ake it worth  
anyone 's  while to save them.

No one knows w hat proportion  of the a rt  works created  at 
any particu lar time survive m ore  th an  a very short time, in 
any of the senses of survival we have spoken of, let alone 
w hat kinds of work survive th rough  the operation  of avail
able collection-storage systems. Most am ateu r  work (I d o n ’t 
use the w ord pejoratively, merely to refer to w ork done by 
people w ho are not professionals as the particu lar art world 
defines it) p robably  survives, if at all, by becom ing e m b e d 
ded in a family system as a m em en to  of the person who m ade  
it, and goes out of existence w hen and if tha t family breaks 
up  and  its belongings are dispersed. Family collections of 
pho tographs  are an  obvious exam ple  (although the growth 
of a professionalized interest in ju s t  such collections for schol
arly and  aesthetic  purposes  has m ade  them  m ore  collectable 
and thus preserved w ork which would otherwise have d isap 
peared  [see, for instance, Talbot, 1976, and  Seiberling, n.d.]). 
W ork conta ined  in scientific archives or the collections of 
com m ercial pho tographers  similarly m ay survive, to be dis
covered as aesthetically interesting by la ter generations (as 
in Lesy’s [1976] use of the files of Caulfield and  Shook, a firm 
of Louisville com m ercial photographers).

W hat kinds of professional work survive is a m ore  re- 
searchable  question. One could in principle m onito r  all the 
professional w ork  being done in a given m edium  at some 
particu lar time (as White and  White [1965] a t tem pted  for 
n ineteenth-century  French painting). We could then follow a 
sample, to discover the life span  and crucial periods of a 
w ork 's  life.

W ork that survives physically can  be rediscovered and 
incorpora ted  into a m e d iu m ’s history (see the analysis of 
revivals of Renaissance English plays in Griswold, 1980), 
becom ing part  of the corpus artists have in m ind as they 
work and audiences have in m ind  as they experience the 
results. We have already seen how historians rem ake  the
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history of a field by rediscovering forgotten m asters  of 
painting, literature, or music. The process is especially visible 
in fields newly discovered to have artistic value. Thus, p h o 
tographic  h istorians have been reconstitu ting  the history of 
the m ed ium  by discovering bodies of work, describing them, 
publishing their  findings (in the new  Journal o f the History 
o f  Photography), and  thus  moving unknow n survivors to 
the “know n and  ca ta logued” category of the photographic  
world. In so doing, of course, they follow the dic tates  of an 
aesthetic  that is being crea ted  collectively as the work p ro 
ceeds, an aesthetic  which creates the m ed ium 's  ancestry.

Because art works can die, som e artists do w ha t they can to 
preserve their work; som etim es substantia l portions of art 
w orlds join in the effort. Consider the problem  of physical 
deterioration. Works of visual art, by virtue of the na tu re  of 
their  m ateria ls  and  the effects of w eather, tem pera tu re , and  
chemical pollution, can deteriorate  badly. Paintings crack, 
scu lp tures  break. Photographs, chemically made, suffer 
from  chem ical deterioration. Pho tographers  and m useum s 
which collect pho tographs  have jointly developed a s tandard  
of archival processing, designed to guard  against this hazard  
by prescribing procedures  for rem oving the m ost dangerous  
chem icals  from the print. Similarly, m any pho tographers  arc 
re luctant to make, and  m useum s are re luctan t to collect, 
color pho tographs , which are chemically less stable and are 
shorter-lived than  black-and-white. Individual pain ters  and, 
m ore  im portantly , m u seu m s and  even such cities as Venice 
and  Florence, a t tem p t to do som eth ing  abou t the increasing 
d an g e r  to visual art works from industrial and  autom obile  
pollution, which have severely dam aged  in a relatively few 
years w orks that had  lasted for centuries w ithout visible 
harm .

Artists can also take precautions to save their w ork from 
social and  political execution, hiding dangerous  meanings, 
avoiding dangerous  topics. Phillips describes how the m ak 
ers of English tom b sculp ture  avoided the destruction  of 
images tha t followed the break with the Rom an Church:

Religious feelings of the wealthy could no longer be expressed
in the adorning and erecting of churches, nor could even their
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tombs reflect their devotion through images of the Blessed 
Virgin or of the saints. The new tombs erected during the late 
sixteenth century were magnificent and sumptuous revela
tions of the deceased s rank and station and were adorned 
with the personified, abstract virtues of the departed: faith, 
wisdom, charity, hope. All sorts of symbolic ornaments came 
to be carved on tombs: Indians, skulls and crossbones, 
scythes, urns, weeping cherubs holding doused torches were 
substituted in place of the traditional Christian symbols that 
were every day being destroyed. These changes of a concep
tual nature suggest not a progress from religious to secular 
representation: rather, the character of the traditional Catho
lic imagery gave way to a new religious imagery devoid of 
traditional identifications and hence safe. (Phillips, 1973, 
pp. 118-19)

Som e of the m ost im portan t choices tha t affect an  art 
work, then, are those which destroy o r  preserve it. The people 
w ho m ake those choices range from librarians and  m useum  
cura to rs  to ne ighborhood vandals and political censors. 
W hat survives those choices constitu tes the corpus of work 
by which an artist, o r  a genre or m edium , is known. W hat 
is lost contributes  to no reputation . Though I have concen
tra ted  on the visual arts, because works in them  usually 
exist as unique physical objects, the analysis could easily be 
extended to arts  which take the form of multiple objects 
(e.g., books) or perform ances.

Let these choices which so immediately affect the exis
tence of a w ork s tand for the m ulti tude  of choices affecting 
the w ork ’s charac te r  which are m ade  by people o ther  than  
the artist. Artists, as I have said, m ake  m any of the im portan t 
decisions, but not all of them. Others affect the w ork  as well, 
by partic ipating in the artist 's  internal dialogue or by doing 
som eth ing  themselves, independen t of the artist (perhaps 
even after his death). W hen we speak of the work of Titian or 
M ozart or Rabelais, we conventionally take the w orks a t tr ib 
uted to them  to constitu te  all the w ork those artists did and 
assum e they did it all themselves. Ordinarily, ne ither as
sum ption  is true. For that reason, the assigning and  eva lua t
ing of artistic repu ta tions  has  an  ironic character. We praise 
and  blam e people for w hat they did not completely do, leav



225 ♦ E I) I T  I N G

ing ou t of account m uch  tha t  they did do. Likewise, we assess 
the repu ta tions  of whole genres, styles, periods, and c o u n 
tries on the basis of choices m ad e  by all sorts of people about 
w hom  we know  little or nothing, leaving out of account 
all the work about which we know nothing because it has 
been purposely  destroyed or because  it was not saved, as 
m ost works arc not. I will re tu rn  to this problem  in the last 
chapter.



8 ’ Integrated Professionals, 
Mavericks, Folk Artists, 
and Naive Artists

Igor Stravinsky had little trouble  finding people to play his 
innovative works, but Charles Ives, the American com poser 
whose career partially overlapped Stravinsky’s, never heard  
som e of his own works perform ed. American parks are filled 
with s ta tues  of fam ous m en (usually by less-than-famous 
sculptors) but, as Calvin Trillin (1965, p. 75) rem arked  in 
explaining why Los Angeles building inspectors w anted  to 
tear  down S im on R odia’s W atts  Towers, “City building 
officials who m ight trea t most w orks of art with deference, if 
not always with sym pathy, tend  to treat a large, unlabelled 
one the sam e way they would treat an  office building, a 
house, or, m ost dam aging, a s truc tu re  tha t fits into no ca te 
gory at all." C ontem porary  art m useum s aw ard  prizes to 
works in fabric by specialists in soft sculpture, but country  
w om en w ho m ake  quilts get their  prizes at county  fairs.

W herever an art world exists, it defines the boundaries  of 
acceptable  art, recognizing those w ho produce  the work it 
can assimilate as artists entitled to full m em bersh ip , and 
denying m em bersh ip  and  its benefits to those whose work it 
cannot assimilate. If we look at things from a com m onsense  
point of view, we can see tha t  such large-scale editorial
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choices m ade  by the organizations of an art world exclude 
m any people whose work closely resem bles w ork accepted  
as art. We can  see, too, that art w orlds frequently  incorporate  
at a later da te  works they originally rejected, so tha t the 
distinction m ust lie not in the work but in the ability of an art 
world to accept it and  its maker.

If we consider all the people w ho work in a particular 
m edium , how ever the a rt  world defines and judges them , we 
sec that they range from people totally involved in and 
com pletely dependen t  on the pa rapherna lia  of an art world 
to those who are only marginally related to it because  their 
w ork  does not fit in to the way things are done. Some m ake 
w ork that looks like art, or is som etim es seen to do so, but do 
it in the context of worlds completely separa te  from an a rt  
world, pe rhaps  in a world of c raft  or dom estic  life. Still o thers 
carry  on their  activities quite alone, supported  neither by an 
organized a rt  world or any o ther organized area of social 
activity.

If we com pare  these ways of working, the peculiarities of 
the n o n s tan d a rd  versions of the activity show us how things 
w ork when thev are done in the s tan d a rd  wav. Analytically, 
tha t is, we take m aking art in the context of an art world as 
the s tan d a rd  way to m ake art. It need not be, of course, but it 
is convenient to trea t it as s tandard , because com m on  usage 
does and  thereby  hides the o rd inary  workings of art worlds 
from us, as what anyone knows and  therefore is not worth 
knowing. The com parison  shows us how  things tha t  seem 
ordinary  in the m aking of professional art need not be that 
way at all, how art could be m ade differently, and w hat the 
results  of doing it differently would be. We will see how be
ing connected  with a rt  worlds shapes  w hat people do by 
seeing how differently people do things w hen they experi
ence neither the advantages  nor the constra in ts  of art world 
participation.

The work people do varies with the na tu re  of their partic 
ipation in an a rt  world. But that does not m ean  th a t  the 
charac te r  of their  partic ipation  can be seen directly in the 
work itself. I will talk abou t in tegrated professionals, m av 
ericks, folk artists, and  naive artists. These relational term s
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do not describe people, but ra th e r  how  people s tand  in rela
tion to an organized art world. Likewise, the w ork shows the 
signs of their relation to an  art world  only in relation to the 
w ork done by m em bers  of con tem poraneous  art worlds, for 
the sam e piece m ay at some o ther  time show substantia l 
similarities to work being done in an art world and  thus not 
be so different a fter  all.

It is im portan t  to keep in m ind that these are relational 
terms, because  people often speak of the artists whose work 
we will discuss as eccentric  or crazy or simple country  folk. 
They m ay indeed be, bu t that is not w hat gives their work 
its interesting features, since plenty of professional artists 
are just as eccentric  or crazy, though few of them  are sim 
ple country  folk. It is ha rd  to ignore the m ore flam boyant a s 
pects of som e of these personalities, but they are not w hat 
is crucial.

INTEGRATED PROFESSIONALS

Imagine, for any particu lar organized art world, a c an o n 
ical art work, a work done exactly as the conventions curren t 
in tha t world dictate. A canonical a r t  work would be one for 
whose doing all the materials, instrum ents , and  facilities 
have been prepared , a work for whose doing every cooper
ating person—perform ers, providers of supplies, support  
personnel of all kinds, and  especially audiences—has been 
trained. Since everyone involved would know exactly what 
to do, such a work could be created  with a m in im um  of 
difficulty. Suppliers would provide the p roper  materials, 
perform ers  know just how to in terpre t the directions given 
them, m u seu m s have exactly the right kind o f  space and 
lighting for the work to ap pea r  in, and  audiences respond 
with no difficulty to the em otional experiences the art work 
created. Such a work might bore everyone involved. By def
inition it would contain  nothing novel, unique, or a ttention 
getting, nothing tha t  violated anyone 's  expectations. It would 
create  no tension and  arouse  no emotion. The paintings on 
motel walls are just such canonical works.

Imagine, too, a canonical artist, fully p repared  to produce,
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and  fully capab le  of producing, the canonical art work. Such 
an artist would be fully integrated into the existing art world. 
He would cause no trouble for anyone who had to cooperate  
with him, and  his work would lind large and responsive 
audiences. Call such  artists integrated professionals.

In tegrated  professionals have the technical abilities, social 
skills, and  conceptual ap p ara tu s  necessary  to m ake it easy to 
m ake  art. Because they know, unders tand , and  habitually 
use the conventions on which their world runs, they fit easily 
into all its s tanda rd  activities. If they are com posers, they 
write m usic  perfo rm ers  can read  and  play on available in
s trum ents ;  if they are  painters, they use available materials 
to p roduce  w orks which, in size, form, design, color, and 
content, fit into the available spaces and into people 's  ability 
to respond  appropria tely . They stay within the bounds  of 
w h a t  potential aud iences  and  the state consider respectable. 
By using and  conform ing  to the conventions governing m a 
terials, forms, contents, m odes of presentation, sizes, shapes, 
durations, and  m odes of financing, in tegrated professionals 
m ake  it possible for art works to occur efficiently and easily. 
Large num bers  of people can coordinate  their activities with 
a m in im um  investm ent of time and  energy, simply by iden
tifying the conventions everyone should follow.

In em phasiz ing  the relative ease with which integrated 
professionals get work done, 1 do not m ean that they never 
have any trouble. Partic ipants in an art world have a com 
m on interest in getting things done, but they also have po 
tentially conflicting private  interests. Many conflicts between 
different kinds of partic ipan ts  are, in fact, chronic and t ra 
ditional. Playwrights and  com posers  want their works per
form ed as they envision them, but actors and m usicians like 
to perform  those works so that they  show themselves off to
best advantage. Authors would like to revise their novels 
right th rough  the stage of page proofs, but tha t  costs more 
than  publishers  like to spend.

Likewise, the conditions of work m ay be, for the most 
in tegrated professional, dem and ing  and difficult. The s tar  of 
a Broadway show  finds herself condem ned  to two years of 
eight s trenuous  pe rfo rm ances  a week. The com poser  of a



film score m ay have to p roduce  eighty or ninety m inutes of 
music, m eeting com plicated  technical specifications as well 
as creating an  intangible b u t  im portan t  mood, in six weeks. 
In fact, the m ore  organized the art world, the m ore likely it is 
to genera te  s tandards  difficult for anyone bu t a well-trained 
professional to meet. So being an  integrated professional, 
well-adjusted to an  a rt  world, does not guaran tee  an  easy or 
ha rm onious  life.

In tegra ted  professionals opera te  within a shared  tradition 
of problem s and  solutions (Kubler, 1962). They define the 
p rob lem s of their art similarly and  agree on the criteria for an 
acceptable  solution. They know the history of previous a t
tem pts  to solve those problem s, or some of it, and  the new 
problem s those a ttem pts  generated . They know the history 
of work like theirs, so tha t they, their support personnel, and 
their audiences can unders tand  \yhat they have a ttem pted  
and  how  and  to w hat degree it works. All this m akes the joint 
action necessary  to create  art works easier.

Relying on this shared  history of p roblem s and  solutions, 
in tegrated  professionals can  p roduce  work that is recog
nizable and  unders tandab le  to o thers  w ithout being so rec
ognizable and  unders tandab le  as to be uninteresting. They 
can generate  uncerta in ty  in an inform ed audience as to ex
actly how they will proceed because  the work need not be 
the m ere repetition of ritual moves. They know m any  ways 
to m anipu la te  s tan d a rd  m aterials to create em otional and  
artistic effects.

Most people who work in an  organized art world are, by 
definition, in tegrated  professionals, for no art world could 
continue to exist w ithout a ready supply of people capable  of 
tu rn ing  out its characteristic  products. The netw ork  of dis
tributive organizations a rt  worlds develop—galleries, concert 
halls, theaters, and  publishing com pan ies—requires the con
tinuous creation of a body of work to be distributed. These 
institu tions m ay cease operating, thus  requiring less work. 
But while they exist, they look for work to display, and some 
of the  m any  people who aspire to be in tegrated professionals 
will provide it. Furtherm ore , the aesthetic  cu rren t in a world 
will certify as sufficiently good to be displayed roughly the 
am o u n t  needed to fill the display opportunities.
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This suggests tha t art worlds treat the  in tegrated  profes
sionals who partic ipate  in them, and  their works, as in
terchangeable , as though their distinctive differences and 
un ique  abilities nevertheless allowed them  to be substitu ted  
for one an o th e r  w ithou t harm . If I cannot have a Picasso ex
hibition for m y m useum , pe rhaps  I can have Matisse, and 
that will be ju s t  as good—different, of course, but not worse. 
If Horowitz  canno t ap pea r  with ou r  orchestra, Rubenstein  
will be perfectly acceptable. The sam e is true at every level 
of renow n; anyone w ho w ants  to exhibit “Twenty New Airier- 
ican Pho tographers"  o r  publish “Ten New British Poets" 
will always be able to lill those slots.

To talk about artists and  their  w ork as in terchangeable, 
however, does violence to the art world belief tha t the dif
ferences betw een artists and  their work, especially differ
ences of quality, can never be ignored. In this view, a know l
edgeable person can always rank  artists and  works in a 
given field, distinguishing those w orth  bothering  abou t from 
the  others. In practice, however, art world partic ipants  think 
a large n u m b e r  of people, not just the very best, worth  
bothering  about, for the practical reasons that you have to 
encourage  m any in o rder  to find the few, and  tha t there is no 
telling when som eone  not w orth  bothering about will su d 
denly becom e w orth  it a fter all. If we bo the red  only about the 
very best, we would shu t our galleries eleven m onths  out of 
the year, open  Carnegie Hall every now and  then, and  p u b 
lish m any fewer books. But if we did that we would never 
have the facilities ready for those w orth  bothering  about 
w hen  they did appear, for you canno t m ain tain  those organ i
zations with such sporadic  use.

Art worlds deal with the contradiction  betw een thinking 
only a few worth  caring abou t and  actually paying attention 
to m any m ore by distinguishing betw een great artists, how 
ever tha t is defined and w hatever w ords are used to express 
it, and  those w ho are com petent. Using con tem porary  s tan 
dards, people can  generally m ake these distinctions easily. 
S tandards  change, and  the judgm en ts  m ade in an art world 
seldom coincide with those m ade  later by others, with w hat 
will com e to be seen as the judgm en t of history—that is, with 
the judgm en t of later m em bers  of the sam e art  world.
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A less neutral, and  less charitable, way of speaking abou t 
the bulk of practitioners in any art world would be to say tha t 
most of them  seem to their peers to be hacks, com peten t but 
un inspired  workers who turn  out the mass of w ork essential 
to keep the  w orld ’s organizations going. Only an  organized 
art world which produces  integrated professionals can  have 
hacks. W ithout the background  of organizational need for 
work to display and  a tradition within which ordinary work 
can be intelligible and  interesting, hacks cannot exist. Only 
against that background  does anyone need to take so m uch  
work seriously, and  provide the m eans for its m akers  to 
continue to exist as artists.

The in tegrated professionals who run an art world p ro 
duce large am oun ts  of work. White and  White (1965) esti
m ated  tha t in the 1860s the “art m achine"  of French painting 
h ad  mobilized five thousand  painters, w ho tu rned  out an 
estim ated  two h und red  thousand  reputab le  paintings every 
ten years. Similar figures, if they were available, would p ro b 
ably characterize  the world of the American short story in 
the years w hen m any  com m ercia l m agazine outlets existed 
for it and  (with an ad ju s tm en t  for the am o u n t  of investm ent 
required) the Broadw ay thea te r  in its heyday. The w ork of 
those w hom  con tem porary  ju d g m en t singles out as excep
tionally good—contem porary  stars, as distinguished from 
the  jou rneym en  and  hacks w ho m ake up the bulk of the 
w orkers—has a g reater chance of lasting and being avail
able for later judgm ent,  since it is sanctioned by consensus 
as the best the world has produced. They get this g reater 
chance because  the libraries, m useum  collections, and  sim 
ilar repositories which preserve art works naturally  select 
w ha t con tem porary  opinion thinks best. The m echan ism s 
of preservation  are sufficiently unselective tha t  m uch  m ore 
survives.

Most of this book, of necessity, has been abou t in tegrated 
professionals; w hat they do is the bulk of w hat goes on in the 
n a m e  of art in any society. The rem ainder  of this chap te r  
considers som e o ther ways art gets made, both  because  tha t 
illuminates the situation of in tegrated professionals and  be
cause some work m ade  in these o ther ways, undergoing a
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repu tational change, eventually joins the tradition of some 
art world.

MAVERICKS

Every organized art world produces  mavericks, artists 
w ho have been part of the conventional art world of their 
time, place, and  m edium  but found  it unaccep tab ly  con
straining. They propose  innovations the art world refuses to 
accept as within the limits of w hat it ordinarily  produces. 
O ther partic ipan ts  in the w orld—audiences, support p e rson 
nel, sources of support, or d is tr ibu tors—refuse to cooperate  
in the production  of those innovations. Instead  of giving up 
and re turn ing to m ore  acceptab le  m aterials and  styles, 
mavericks continue to pursue  the innovation without the 
support  of o ther  a r t  world personnel. W hereas integrated 
professionals accept a lm ost completely the conventions of 
their world, mavericks retain som e loose connection with it 
but no longer partic ipate  in its activities directly.

Mavericks begin their careers  as conventional novices. 
They learn what o ther  young asp iran ts  in their art world 
learn. Thus, Charles Ives (see figure 22), an archetypal m av
erick, s tudied com position at Yale with H oratio  Parker, a 
conventional com poser  and teacher  in the then  fashionable 
G erm an  tradition. He learned  conventional harm ony  and 
counterpoin t, and  studied  approved  musical forms, doing 
classroom exercises which confirmed his abilitv to handle 
these s tan d a rd  tasks. He had received similar training from 
his father, a professional m usic ian  in Danbury, Connecticut. 
But his father, m ore  adven tu rous  if less successful than  
Parker, had also taught his son to experim ent (with polyto
nality, for instance) in w ays then uncom m on. So Ives com 
posed m usic  his teacher found unacceptable , foreshadowing 
w hat would happen  w hen he tried his luck in the big world of 
professional m usic  in New York (Rossiter, 1975, pp. 54-64).

Not surprisingly, m avericks get a hostile reception when 
they present their innovations to o ther  art world m em bers. 
Because it violates som e of the art world 's  conventions in a 
b la tan t way, the work suggests to o thers  tha t they will have
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FIGURE 22. Charles Ives, an archetypal musical maverick. When 
professional players told him his music was unplayable, he stopped 
trying to write music they could play. (Photograph by Frank Gerra- 
tana, courtesy o f the Yale University Music Library.)

trouble  cooperating  with its m aker; its b la tan t d isregard of 
established practice  suggests tha t the person  w ho m ade  it 
e ither d o esn ’t know w hat is right o r  d o e sn ’t care to do w hat is 
right (the sam e reasoning  leads people to overreact to alleg
edly devian t activities in o ther  areas  of life [cf. Becker, 
1963]). The conventional orchestra l m usicians of New York 
though t Ives’ m usic  willfully ignorant or crude, filled with 
dissonance, formless, and  relying tastelessly on vernacu lar  
music of the time, both popu lar  and  religious, for raw m a 
terials. His private  papers  tell stories of his playing his work
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for musical friends and  acquain tances, only to have them 
leave the room  in ho rro r  or disgust. A b iographer s u m m a 
rizes Ives’ experience with a well-known violinist of the pe
riod; the quo ta tions  are from Ives' account in his M em os 
(Ives, 1972):

In 1914, feeling that “it would be a good plan to get one of 
the supposedly great players" to try over his music, the Ives 
invited to West Redding one Franz Milcke, whom Mrs. Ives 
had known in Hartford. This “typical hard-boiled, narrow
minded, conceited, prima donna solo violinist with a reputa
tion gained because he came to this country with Anton Deidl 
as his concertmaster" dismissed Ives’ compositions summar
ily. “He came out of the little back music room with his hands ■»

over his ears," complaining that “when you get awfully indi
gestible food in your stomach that distresses you, you can get 
rid of it," but that he could not “get those horrible sounds out 
of my ears." (Rossiter, 1975, pp. 150-51)

For m ore  than  twenty years, Ives’ music was not perform ed 
in public  or taken  seriously by professional m usicians or 
serious audiences.

Mavericks typically have such difficulties realizing their 
w orks or, in m edia  where realization is easy but distribution 
the problem  (writing, for instance), getting them  to aud i
ences and critics. They succeed, w hen they do, by c ircum 
venting the need for art world institutions. They may, for 
instance, create  their  own organizations to replace those 
which will not work with them. W riters publish and d is tr ib
ute their work themselves. Playwrights and directors set up 
new theatrical com panies, recruiting  people (mostly those 
w ithout previous theatr ical experience, for professionals will 
a lready have rejected them ) from outside the world of p ro 
fessional thea te r  to perform . Visual artists c reate  their own 
display spaces or, m ore  comprehensively, devise works 
w hich  canno t be exhibited in m u seu m s and  galleries—e a r th 
works or concep tual a r t—thus escaping w hat they feel to be 
the stylistic ty ranny of m useum  directors, curators, and 
financial supporters . D ram atic  artists d ispense with theaters, 
using spaces available to the public to do street theater. In
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general, mavericks recruit followers, disciples, and  helpers, 
often, and for good reason, from the ranks o f  the untrained 
and unprofessional, and  create  their own netw orks of co
operating personnel, especially new audiences.

The m ost ex trem e adap ta tion  to being rejected by the o r 
ganized art world is to trunca te  the doing of the work, p e r
haps  only thinking of it and  not doing it at all. Ives seem s 
to have decided that his music was never going to be played 
and  to have ad justed  totally to that possibility. In fact, he 
cam e to regard  the playing of music as an in terference in 
composition:

My God, what has sound got to do with music! . . .  Why can’t 
music go out in the same way it comes in to a man, without 
having to crawl over a fence of sounds, thoraxes, catguts, 
wire, wood, and brass? . . . That music must be heard, is not 
essential—what it sounds like may not be what it is. (Quoted in 
Rossiter, 1975, p. 58)

Any com poser, having suffered from  perform ers  who did not 
play what was written as had  been intended, might echo 
those thoughts. But practical people w ho m ake their living in 
the world of music know it is just a feeling, not som ething 
you can  act on. Ives ac ted  on it, thus  displaying the m aver
ick's characteris tic  independence  of the a r t  world.

Mavericks do not, nevertheless, totally lose touch with the 
world of their m edium . They usually keep up with w hat is 
being done there, even if they do not partic ipate  firsthand, by 
a ttending  to public media; they listen to recordings, see 
films, read  trade  and professional publications. But they  lose 
touch  with w hat those m edia  do not report, particularly  the 
day-to-day revisions of the working conventions tha t govern 
routine work. In music, they lose touch  with the ongoing 
revisions of pe rfo rm ance  practice, the conventions by which 
perfo rm ers  transla te  w ritten  notation into played notes. So, 
while they rem ain  a ttuned  to general curren ts  of change in 
the art world, they can no longer partic ipate  fully in it.

Mavericks thereby  lose or forego all the advan tages  the 
in tegrated professional m ore  or less autom atically  enjoys. 
But they also lose the constra in ts  associated with those a d 
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vantages. Participation in an art world m akes the production 
of art works possible and  relatively easy but substantially  
constra ins w hat can be created. Ives' com plete  separation 
from the world of practical music making is almost a lab
oratory experim ent for the discovery of m averick  free
doms. Since he eventually gave up hoping to hear  his music 
played, we can see from his later practice w hat musical com 
position might be like divorced from an art world 's p rac 
tical considerations.

Ives, for example, never had to finish his compositions, 
since they were never going to be played. According to John  
Kirkpatrick, the pianist w ho gave the first public perfo r
m ance  of the Concord S ona ta :

Some pieces, like Concord, Ives never did the same way 
twice, and he almost always resented the thought or the fan
cied obligation that he should put it down precisely, because 
he loved to improvise it. (Perlis, 1974, p. 220)

We might say that every art work contains an idea which 
needs to be worked out; the working out shapes it into a final 
form dictated  by the conventions of the con tem porary  world 
for which it is m ade. In tha t final form, it is p resen tab le—ca
pable of being presen ted  to people who will o therwise regard 
it as not done and  not yet w orthy  of attention. Presentable 
form s signal, in a conventional way, that you w an t your work 
taken seriously, coun ted  up in the balance of your reputation  
(thus differing from  a “work in progress"). In music, the 
presen tab le  form is a finished score (or, at least, th a t ’s what it 
w as w hen Ives wrote). The people who led the later m ove
m ent for the pe rfo rm ance  of Ives' m usic  had  enorm ous 
troubles because Ives did not p roduce  finished scores. Their
love of his music barelv concealed their irritation with his*/

unprofessional ways. B ernard  H errm ann , the com poser  and 
co n d u c to r  who conducted  some of the first pe rfo rm ances  of 
Ives' o rchestra l works, said:

I think he was more interested in just writing his own pieces 
and that was it. That is why they all exist in such terrible 
states. He wasn’t interested enough to take time to do the 
proofreading. . . . Because of the parts, it was terrible in the
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early days to try to achieve an Ives performance The parts
were not copied and collated and corrected. So it was always 
very difficult. . . . Ives, after all, was a very impractical man 
when it came to performances of music. By not being a pro
fessional musician in the sense that he did not have to make a 
living out of music, he entered into an abstraction of music. 
Because it was an abstraction, it didn’t deal with any of the 
realistic problems. (Perlis, 1974, pp. 159-60)

George Roberts, a copyist w ho helped him p repare  som e of 
his scores for publication, described  Ives’ indifference to the 
routines of publication:

I did some of the Concord Sonata. Every time I went there it 
was new. The printers were on his neck all the time. He used to 
laugh about it. He didn’t care; he was in no hurry, and he 
always had something new to put in. (Perlis, 1974, p. 186)

Conventional com posers  use notation tha t m akes sense 
to the ord inary  perform er. After all, notational devices, a 
sho rthand  com posers  can  use to m ake  their wishes known 
to perform ers , only work if the  players can im m ediately  
(or with a little explanation) unders tand  them . Ives’ n o ta 
tional devices confused  conventional orchestral players. 
For instance, he  often used w hat seem ed to be inexplic
able spellings of notes. (This is a technical point. Any note 
can be no ta ted  in m ore  than  one way; not only can  A-sharp 
be w ritten  as B-flat, A can  also on occasion be w ritten  as 
B-double-fiat, and  so on. S tandard  rules govern w hen one 
or an o th e r  spelling is used.) A sym pathetic  in terpre ter who 
was one of the early conductors  of Ives’ music, Nicholas 
Slonimsky, explained tha t such devices had  a meaning, if 
you had  Ives to explain it to you;

For instance, I remember a very strange situation in the viola 
part [of Three Places in New England]: an A sharp that was 
immediately changed to B flat, and I could not find any jus
tification for the use of that A sharp, and I wanted to change it 
to a B flat so as not to confuse the player in his part. But Ives 
said no. He said that A sharp was important because it was 
proceeding from A as a sort of an unfinished chromatic, and 
that it would have gone to B but it just didn’t, and so therefore 
B flat would be wrong. (Perlis, 1974, p. 150)
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C onductor G un ther  Schuller explains the practical im pact of 
som e of Ives' nota tional devices:

However, some of those rhythms are literally unreadable, so 
you have to take the concept and translate it into the practical 
or pragmatic, and that may take a lot of rewriting. Then, you 
have to practice it that way to get it accurate, but of course 
that’s not enough. You must then retranslate it back into the 
concept. That takes time, and sometimes you cannot do it in 
four rehearsals. Sometimes you can't do it in five concerts. 
With certain musicians, sometimes you can’t do it at all. It 
becomes an enormous problem. (Hitchcock and Perlis, 1977,
p . 121)

Not being part  of an  organized art world in which he was 
m aking a reputation  that had  value, Ives likewise had  little 
in terest in taking care  of his m aterials  in the s tan da rd  way. 
He wrote over a lready w ritten  scores until they were almost 
unintelligible. The original score for C hrom atim elodtune , for 
instance, contains a lternate  par ts  for the players, written 
over each  o ther in pencil and  pen; just copying the parts 
requires essentially com positional decisions. He did not 
preserve his scores; m any  were lost and  tu rned  up  later in 
unexpected  places. No wonder, from this description by Je r
om e Moross, who collaborated with H errm ann  in preparing  
the Fourth  Sym phony  for perform ance:

He gave us this incredible photostat of a manuscript, and we 
were just appalled at the start. It took us weeks of calling and
going back and checking on notes with him We couldn't
decipher the terrible manuscript, and Ives had to make the 
final decisions of what he had meant. Then there was one 
movement [the fourth] that he couldn’t find at the time. The 
manuscripts were just in a mess in the closet. (Perlis, 1974, 
p. 165)

More conventional com posers  take better care  of their work; 
they m ay need it an o th e r  time. Stravinsky, for instance, often 
rescored  w orks w hose copyright was running  out, thus  con
tinuing to collect royalties on the new version; tha t  shows 
a professional orienta tion  Ives lacked. He rewrote things 
because he had no professionally based need to finish them.
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Ives rejoiced in not having to do things with the finality, 
neatness, and  conventional devices o ther com posers  ac 
cepted as the price of having their work done—accepted, as 
the  com m ents  of H errm an n  and  o thers  suggest, not as u n 
reasonable  constraints, but as the sensible m easures  m usi
cians would want, in their own interest, to take. Because he 
d idn 't  need to bo ther with all these conventional requ ire 
ments, Ives had  more time for w hat he regarded  as the core 
activity, conceiving the music, and  w as able to escape the 
practical realities tha t p revented  o ther com posers  from 
writing, or even thinking, the things he thought of. No sens
ible com poser would, w ithout receiving a commission, write 
a sym phony  (his Fourth) which uses three distinct orchestras 
and requires two subconductors  to assist the conducto r  in 
leading them. Even com posers  who could contem pla te  tha t 
would not spend  their time com posing Ives’ Universe Sym 
phony, which requires, for one part  alone, anyw here from 
five to fourteen orchestral groups and  choruses, scattered  
a round  m ounta ins  and  valleys (Rossiter, 1975, p. 109). (Post- 
W oodstock, tha t  does not seem so fanciful as it once did.) 
Freed from the constra in ts  of w hat was practical in his time, 
Ives could write anything he could imagine and  imagine 
things professionals could not.

C om poser Betsy Jolas suggested the sam e theory  of Ives:

Why not, in fact, admit it: Ives is unequivocally an amateur. 
Not, to be sure, in the sense of lacking craft—at Yale he got 
from the tedious Horatio Parker the most traditional train
ing, with all the requisite harmony, counterpoint, fugue—but 
rather, in the noblest sense, because he loved music.. . .  even 
to the point of refusing . . .  to make a profession of it.

. . .  he was a Sunday musician.. . .  a free musician, free to 
pursue his sonorous vision wherever he wished, apart from 
any practical or economic considerations.

. . .  Working essentially in isolation, without contact—or 
almost so—with the professional musical world of his time, 
indifferent to current fashions and not seeking performances, 
Ives was perhaps able, with fewer risks than a career com
poser, to indulge in “dangerous" experiments, daring to think 
sometimes even beyond the limits he could actually achieve. 
(Hitchcock and Perlis, 1977, p. 251)
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Because m avericks can ignore the constrain ts  which im 
pede the w ork of integrated professionals and  because they 
do not partic ipate  in the day-to-day interaction of the art 
world, they have different motives from integrated profes
sionals. Professionals ' reasons for doing things are built into 
the organization of the art world; a person who does not 
partic ipate  in that world cannot give those reasons for doing 
anything. To be specific, if Ives no longer cared w hether his 
work was perfo rm ed  (w hether out of anger, indifference, or 
resignation), then he could not want to do anyth ing  because  
it would help him get his works perform ed. If people do 
things for reasons  which arc not s tanda rd  in a particu lar 
world, they  look (to active m em b ers  of that world) unsocial
ized and  m ore  than  a little crazy—one of the wavs we rec- 
ognize a reliable, well-socialized person is that we im m e
diately unders tand  the reasons for his behavior (Mills, 1940). 
Ives typically gave idiosyncratic reasons for his musical 
work, som etim es political, som etim es nostalgic. He often 
said tha t he in tended som e of his m ost unusual and disso
nant effects to recreate  the  sound of, for instance, a religious 
revival m eeting during which five hundred  people would sing 
the sam e hvm n, m any  of them  out of tune, a few perhaps  
singing the w rong  song altogether. That is very different from 
the technical reasons a Stravinsky or Schoenberg, similar 
innovators, would give (cf. Rossiter, 1975, p. 94 passim).

Because m avericks give undecipherab le  reasons for the 
work they produce, when organized art worlds take the work 
up, as they som etim es do (a process considered below), p ro 
fessionals disagree about w hat has been done. Professionals 
now disagree about w hether  Ives really knew w hat he was 
doing.

C onductor L ehm an Engel suggests (Hitchcock and  Perlis, 
1977, p. 115)that Ives:

rarely heard anything he wrote.. . .  he had had no real experi
ence with music. . . .  everything he wrote seemed to indicate 
his feeling about something that had nothing really to do with 
music.

Choral conduc to r  Gregg Smith, on the o ther  hand, thinks
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Ives' notation was precise, tha t  w hat he w rote w as w hat he 
w anted:

almost every single notation that was a mystery or seemed 
strange finally came out to be a darned good solution.. . .  In 
Psalm 90, there’s a bell figure that is a group of nine eighths in 
4/4. Well, the real point of that to me is that although the 
figure starts one eighth note later in each measure, there’s a 
freedom of playing wilh that figure.. . .  He wasn't an amateur; 
he was a fantastic genius who knew what he was notating, and 
it’s for us to find out what it is about. (Hitchcock and Perlis, 
1977, p . 118)

Som e professionals th ink  Ives m ust have been impelled by 
the  sam e motives as themselves, even w hen it seem s o th e r
wise. Elliott Carter, the well-known American composer, 
w ondered  w hether  Ives really invented all the innovations he 
has been credited with, considering his habit of constantly  
revising his scores; for a serious art world professional, the 
question  of who did som eth ing  first might have an  im portan t 
effect on one 's  reputation. Did Ives m an ipu la te  his re p u ta 
tion by rewriting?

He was working on, I think, Three Places in New England, 
getting the score ready for performance. A new score was 
being derived from the older one to which he was adding and 
changing, turning octaves into sevenths and ninths, and add
ing dissonant notes. Since then, I have often wondered at 
exactly what date a lot of the music written early in his life 
received its last shot of dissonance and polyrhythm. In this 
case he showed me quite simply how he was improving the 
score. 1 got the impression that he might have frequently 
jacked up the level of dissonance of many works as his tastes 
changed. While the question no longer seems important, one 
could wonder whether he was as early a precursor of “mod
ern” music as is sometimes made out. (Perlis, 1974, p. 138)
Because m avericks have had  training in the traditions and  

practices of the art world to which their work is related, and 
because they  m ain tain  an a t ten u a ted  connection to it, it 
can assimilate their work, if a sufficient consensus develops 
am ong  practitioners. Mavericks violate the conventions of 
art world practice, but they do  so selectively and  in fact abide
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by m ost of them . If Jam es  Joyce ignored the literary and 
even linguistic form s of his day, he still wrote a finished book. 
He did not, for instance, write a work like Joe Gould s History 
o f the W orld , which would never be finished and  m ost of 
which w as probably  never written dow n (Mitchell, 1965); nor 
did he devise a literary form that would be chan ted  instead of 
being prin ted  o r  one in which his own personal calligraphy 
would be an im portan t e lem ent of his composition. He wrote 
a perfectly  recognizable E uropean  book. Similarly, creators  
of earthw orks  create  sculpture, after all; the materials, scale, 
and  setting of their  w orks are  unconventional, but they share  
with m ore  canonical sculptors a concern  with form and  vol
ume. Mavericks, in o ther  words, have taken a slightly dif
ferent pa th  th rough  the art w orld ’s traditional series of 
p rob lem s and  solutions. But in tegrated  professionals can 
re trace  the pa th  to the point w here  the m averick  diverged 
from w hat becam e conventional, and  thus  incorpora te  the 
m averick 's  innovations into the canon.

W ork varies in how difficult it is to assimilate. Ives’ work, 
com pared  with m uch  that followed it, now seem s relatively 
easy. H ow ever unusual his notation, however unfam iliar the 
sounds, how ever im practical the orchestral sizes he required, 
he wrote for conventional ins trum ents , used norm al in s tru 
m ental com binations  (the sym phony  orchestra , quarte t ,  and 
chorus), and  familiar m usical form s (the sym phony, sonata , 
and art song). O ther con tem porary  com posers  have gone 
m uch  further. John  Cage, for instance, has required  p e r
form ers to alter their ins trum ents , “p reparing” pianos by 
inserting tacks or o ther  m aterials  betw een the h a m m ers  and 
strings, or using the m ou thp iece  of a wind in s trum en t w ith
out the body. Perform ers of som e of his works write their 
own parts, using random izing  devices to m anipu la te  charts  
he has p repared , from  which the part  to be perfo rm ed  can 
be constructed . No two scores or perfo rm ances  of the sam e 
com position, therefore, are alike; perform ers  canno t learn a 
Cage piece as they can one by Schoenberg  o r  Ives.

H arry  P a r tch ’s com positions likewise m ake few conces
sions to conventional practice. He b roke  with the convention 
of the chrom atic  scale on which W estern  m usic  is built, and
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devised a scale containing forty-two tones between the oc
taves (the conventional scale contains twelve tones in the 
sam e interval). As we saw in the first chapter, that required  
num erous  o ther  changes: in the construction of instrum ents, 
in the training of players, and  in notation.

Nevertheless, bo th  Partch and Cage, for all their  innova
tions, retain m any  conventions of the music world. Their 
works are of a dura tion  which can be incorpora ted  into con
certs of ord inary  length, and  both  relied on the concert and  
recording as the m ethods  of presenting their work to a u 
diences. People still buy a ticket, file into a hall at an  ap 
pointed time, and  sit quietly while perform ers  play for them.

Mavericks, then, orient themselves to the world of canon 
ical and  conventional art. They change som e of its conven
tions and  m ore  or less unwittingly accept the rest. The work 
of these innovators is often incorpora ted  into the historical 
corpus of the established art world, whose m em bers  find the 
innovations useful in p roducing  the  variation required  to 
rescue art from  ritual. Innovations becom e m ore  acceptab le  
th rough  familiarity and  association. Their essential fit with 
all the o ther  conventions m akes it relatively easy to as
similate them. Mavericks deal with the people who m a n u 
facture  the m aterials  used by m ore  conventional artists, but 
dem an d  new things of them, as they do of the support  p e r
sonnel o thers  rely on. They w ant to be supported  and 
apprec ia ted  by the sam e audiences m ore  conventional a r t 
ists play to, a lthough the new and  unfam iliar w orks require  
audiences to w ork harder.

Because maverick work shares  so m uch  with conventional 
work, we can see that m averickness is not inherent in the 
work, bu t ra th e r  in the relation betw een it and  a conventional 
art world. Maverick work chooses to be so difficult to ass im 
ilate that the art world refuses the challenge. If the con
tem porary  a rt  world does adapt, then artist and  work lose 
their m averick  quality, since the conventions of the world 
now encom pass  w hat was once foreign. Because the m av
erick becom es the  conventional, and  not just because  life 
offers us so m any  in term ediate  cases, we canno t d raw  a firm 
line betw een the innovating in tegrated  professional and  the 
maverick.
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FIGURE 23. Conlon Nancarrow and the apparatus for creating 
player piano compositions. Nancarrow creates music by punching 
holes directly into a player piano roll, thus achieving effects impossi
ble for human performers. (Photograph courtesy o f 1750 Arch Street 
Records.)

Just as not all the work of integrated professionals is 
thought to be of high quality, so very few m avericks gain the 
respect of the art world they are quarreling  with. In fact, 
m ost art world partic ipants  probably  never hear  of the vast 
m ajority  of mavericks, and  very few of those who are heard  
of are ever thought well of. Instead, they rem ain  curiosities 
whose work m ay be revived from time to time by interested 
an tiquar ians  or, alternatively, m ay stim ulate  the imagination 
of innovative professionals. An interesting musical example 
is the  work of Conlon N ancarrow  (1979), who creates music 
for p layer p iano by the unconventional m ethod  of punching  
holes directly into the p iano roll (see figure 23). He can thus 
p roduce  such effects as the chrom atic  glissando, otherwise 
unob ta inab le  on the piano, and  has used these possibilities to
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create  music which connoisseurs  find interesting and  m ov
ing. But N ancarrow ’s innovation requires substan tia l re
a rrangem en t of the  relationships between perform ers  and  
com posers, requires an  entirely new order  of skill in the 
com poser, and  is ill-adapted to the conventional practices by 
which m usicians and  com posers  distribute and  support their 
work. So it has never caught on, and  conventional musicians 
aw are  of his work regard  it as an  interesting curiosity with no 
practical relevance. (O ther m avericks find it very im portant.)

I have relied on musical exam ples to illustrate the case of 
the maverick, primarily  because the complexity of the co
operative musical en terprise  m akes the dynam ics of the p h e 
nom enon  m ore  obvious. But the sam e kind of half-in, half- 
out relation between m averick artis ts  and  conventional art 
worlds can be discovered in every art. Keep in m ind that 
m ost m avericks’ w ork is not absorbed  into the canon of an 
art world; they rem ain  unknow n, and  their work is not p re 
served and d isappears  along with their nam e.

FOLK ART

W hen we a ttend  so m eo n e’s b irthday  party, we cu s to m ar
ily sing “H appy  B irthday” to him. We do not hire  professional 
pe rfo rm ers  for such  an event. It d o e sn ’t m a tte r  if the singing 
is out of tune or tem po, as long as the song gets sung. Any 
com peten t partic ipan t in the culture can m anage  an accep
table version, since everyone know s it and the s tanda rd  of 
acceptability  is very low.

“H appy  B ir thday” is the kind of thing I m ean  w hen I speak 
of folk art. This m ay be a som ew hat eccentric use of the term 
(see Glassie's [1972] discussion), but I do not refer specially 
to work done by coun try  folk or to rural rem nan ts  of custom s 
once w idespread. Rather, I w an t to talk abou t work done 
totally outside professional a rt  worlds, work done by o rd i
nary  people in the course  of their ord inary  lives, w ork sel
dom  though t of by those who m ake  or use it as a rt  at all, 
even though, as often happens , o thers from  outside the 
com m unity  it is p roduced  in find artistic value in it.



Folk art, in this sense, is art done by people who do what 
they do because it is one of the things m em bers  of their 
com m unity , or at least most m em bers  of a particu lar age and 
sex, ordinarily do. People know tha t some do these things 
better than  others, but that is a m inor consideration. The 
main thing is tha t  they be done to som e m in im um  standard , 
be good enough for the  purpose  at hand. Housewives cook, 
and, though the people who eat their cooking would ra ther  
that they cooked better than  worse, it is more im portan t that 
the m eals a p p ea r  on the table regularly so that the o ther 
m em b ers  of the family can be nourished  sufficiently to go 
about their o ther  business—at least, tha t is true of the con
ventional family. Socially com peten t high school s tudents  
learn to do curren t dances; som e dance  wonderfully, some 
are terrible, bu t the main th ing is th a t  they dance  well enough 
to join the o ther  kids in social activities that require  dancing 
as a m inim al social skill. (Another kind of work done outside 
the confines of a rt  w orlds is craft work, d iscussed in the next 
chapter.)

I will use quilting as my m a jo r  exam ple  for analytic p u r
poses. American wom en have, a t various times and places, 
m ade  quilted bedding. It served to keep people warm (al
though at som e times and  for som e w om en it was m ore a 
hobby designed to p roduce  items for dom estic  display) but, 
in addition to tha t utility, it often displayed a sophisti
cated design and  color sense tha t rem inds present-day ob 
servers of a n u m b er  of features of con tem porary  painting. 
Jo n a th an  Holstein suggests a series of such com parisons:

—That manipulation of geometric form which has character
ized the work of many painters since the advent of Abstrac
tionism.
—The optical effects of such quilts as Baby Blocks and the 
work of Vasarely and others who have explored the possi
bilities of various modes of retinal stimulation through color 
and form relationships, optical illusion, manipulations of lin
ear effects.
—The use of repeated images drawn from the environment, as 
in the Coffee Cups quilt, and the sequential use of images in 
the works of such artists as Andv Warhol.
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—The repetitive use of highly reduced geometric forms, and 
the work of the systemic painters.
—The color variations on a single format, as in the Amish 
quilts, and such paintings as Albers’ Homage to the Square 
series.
—The manipulation for visual effect of chromatic possibil
ities in a geometric framework as in such quilts as the Rain
bow quilts, and the work of such painters as Kenneth Noland. 
(Holstein, 1973, p. 113)

Folk artists  resem ble canonical art world artists in one 
respect: they belong to and produce  their w ork as part  of a 
well-organized com m unity . But quilters belong, not to a 
professional or work com m unity  devoted to art, but to the 
very opposite, a local com m unity  m ade  up of household  
units. Quilters m ake the art works they m ake as family 
m em bers  and neighbors. Their work therefore  reflects the 
constra in ts  and  opportunities  of that com m unity , ra ther  
than  the constra in ts  an d  opportunities  of the art worlds we 
have so far  considered. In the sam e way, high school dancing 
arises in the contex t of the teenage social world  and  reflects 
its opportun it ies  and  constraints.

W omen m ade  quilts because their families needed  them  to 
keep w arm . According to Holstein:

in earlier times almost all American homes used some quilts, 
along with their home-woven blankets, if they were not, by 
force of circumstance, using skins to cover their beds. It is 
equally probable that for a very long period almost all Amer
ican women made quilts.

In many parts of the country there was a custom that a 
young girl make a baker's dozen of quilt tops before she 
became engaged, twelve utility quilts, undoubtedly pieced, 
and one great quilt, pieced or applique, for her bridal bed. 
After her engagement, she would take final steps to turn her 
tops into finished quilts, and these went with her as an es
sential part of her trousseau. (Holstein, 1973, p. 81)

If they did not m ake quilts for themselves, w om en m ade  
them  for o thers  in need. (The following quotation, and  all 
o thers  not otherwise a ttr ibu ted  in this section, are from Pa
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tricia Cooper and N orm a Buferd 's  [1977]* study of quilting 
in the Southw estern  United States; the book is com posed  
alm ost entirely of interviews with quilters, and  these are 
w ha t I quote.)

One time we quilted for a widow lady that was under hard 
circumstances and no man. Or if someone new came to the 
community and was setting up housekeeping, the women of 
the community would do a Friendship quilt for them. (P. 105)

People m ade  quilts, then, because  they needed them . The 
responsibility, by custom , was the  w om an 's .

Because quilting is com m unally  based, people learn to do 
it in the course  of their rou tine  partic ipation in the co m 
m unity. An eighty-three year old w om an tells how she 
learned to quilt:

Mama was a beautiful quilter. She done the best work in 
the county. Everybody knew i t . . . .

I always longed to work with her and I can tell you how 
plain I recall the day she said, “Sarah, you come with me now 
if you want to."

1 was too short to sit in a chair and reach it, so I got my 
needle and thread and stood beside her. I put that needle 
through and pulled it back up again, then down, and my 
stitches were about three inches long. Papa come in about 
that time, he stepped back and said, “Florence, that child is 
ruinin’ your quilt."

He said, “Well, you’re jest goin’ to have to rip it all out 
tonight."

Mama smiled at me and said, “Them stitches is going to be 
in that quilt when it wears out."

All the time they was talkin’ my stitches was gettin' shorter.
(P. 52)

Though most w om en apparen tly  learned from their m others  
in this na tu ra l  way, som e m anaged  to avoid it and  learned 
la ter in life from their peers, less to leran t of im perfec t work:

* E xcerp ts  f rom  The Q uilters: W om en a n d  D om estic Art, by Patricia 
C ooper  a n d  N o rm a  Bradley Buferd. Copyright 1977 by Patricia C ooper  
B aker  a n d  N orm a  Buferd. R epr in ted  by  perm iss ion  of D oubleday  & 
C om pany ,  Inc.
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I remember a girl. She was newly married. She had a baby 
and she joined our club. She had never quilted before and I 
don't reckon she'd ever seen anybody quilt. She'd belonged to 
our club, I don't know how long, two or three weeks or maybe 
a month, before she found out we was going down from the 
top and plumb through the lining with each stitch. You know 
what? She was workin' on all her stitches so hard and they was 
just goin' through the top . . .  jest quiltin’ along on the top. 
Would you ever think anybody could be that dumb? She was a 
sweet little old girl, but she just didn't know no better. “Well, I 
didn’t know you was goin' all the way through," she said. Why 
everybody in the room jest died. I laughed and everybody did.
It was funny, but I felt sorry for her, she hated it so bad. (Pp. 
102-3)

Painful o r  not, the learning is a na tural consequence  of be 
longing to a family or to com m unity  organizations. Though 
quilting is traditionally  a w om an 's  occupation  in the  co m 
munities in which it is done, m en occasionally learn:

My husband tells about the time he got sick with the mea
sles. His mother set him to piecing a quilt and every other 
block he set in red polka-dot pattern. Said it was his measles 
quilt. He wouldn't like me to tell it now I know. But lots of cold 
nights when I’m at the quiltin’ frame on one side of the fire, he 
pulls his big old chair up on the other side and cuts pieces for 
me. He’s even done a bit of piecin' from time to time.

It's a sight, that big old long-legged man with his boot toes 
turned in to make a lap to do his piecework on. (P. 39)

Novice quilters learn s tanda rds  as well as technique. Som e 
s tan d a rd s—craft s tan d a rd s—are public and  shared:

Mama had the smallest stitches and the smallest feet in the 
country. She was particular about everything she done. I got 
that from her. There was an order to everything, and when 
one of her quilts was done, it was just like the rest, all of a 
piece and finished right—the corners turned to a tee, like 
making the bed, every seam straight as an arrow; you know it 
wasn't hard to stitch good and it was real satisfying to keep 
everything up to standards. (P. 97)

O ther criteria used in judging  quilts may not be widely
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shared. Quilters and  their families adm ire  some quilts more 
than  others. A husband  told Cooper and  Buferd:

I’m glad Molly got to show you that quilt, but I won’t let her 
sell it. That’s the finest thing we ever had in this house. That's 
the best one she ever done. We had that one on our bed from 
the first till I told her to put it away for safekeeping. The gold 
triangles were beginning to show a little wear. (P. 20)

And a quilter said:

I keep my best quills put up for special occasions, or just to 
bring out and look at, put on the bed once in a while. I’ll pass 
them on to the kids of course. (P. 108)

Quilters apparen tly  seldom m ake explicit the aesthetic 
underly ing  these judgm en ts  and choices; they are, after all, 
not professional artists or critics. But if we bring the sensi
bility o f  som eone  familiar with m odern  paintings (of the kind 
Holstein m entioned) to bear  as we look at pieced quilts, some 
quilts clearly present developm ents  that are interestingly 
parallel to those of painters. Quilters did describe their 
w orking m ethods  to Cooper and  Buferd in a way that sug
gests that they develop private sequences of problem s and 
solutions (of the kind George K ubler speaks of) within the 
fram ew ork of the traditional quilt designs.

Quilt designs, while traditional, are by no m eans con
straining; they allow plenty of room  for variation, choice, 
and  the play of individual skill and  taste (see figure 24). Many 
quilts are m ad e  up of a simple square  module, which can be 
assem bled  in a seemingly endless variety of ways to make 
quite  different overall patterns. The “D ru n k a rd ’s Path ,” for 
instance, com bines  a q u a r te r  circle and  the negative space 
that su rrounds  it to m ake such overall pa tte rns  as the 
“D ru n k a rd ’s P a th ” itself and  the “Millwheel.” The “ Log 
C abin” square , consisting of a n u m b er  of strips butted  
against one an o th e r  a round  a central square  (so arranged  
that the square  is half light and  half dark, divided along the 
diagonal), can be a rranged  in m any ways—to produce a p a t
tern  of diagonal light and  dark  stripes across the entire quilt 
(called “Straight F u rrow ”), a pa ttern  of concentric  squares,
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FIGURE 24. Quilt designs. These designs are sometimes made 
from a simple module, which can he assembled to make a great 
variety o f overall patterns, especially when the tonal values and pat
terns of the cloth o f which the module is made are varied. The 
“Drunkard’s Path ” block can be made (a) with a dark quarter circle, 
the complementary space in the square being light, or (b) with the 
values reversed. Using block (b), you can create (c) the classic 
“Drunkard's Path” overall design. Combining (a) and (b) allows you 
to make the more complicated (d) “Millwheel. ” (Drawings by Nan 
Becker.)

alternating  light and  dark  (called "B arn  Raising"), or a 
surprisingly large n u m b e r  of o ther  variations, som e of which 
have traditional nam es and  o thers  not. If you add  to these 
possibilities the endless ways tha t colors, hues, and  print 
pa tte rns  can  be built into such a rrangem ents , it is clear that 
the qu iltm aker has a large a rray  of artistic resources to w ork 
with. A look at the illustrations in the books I have been citing 
will confirm tha t  som e quiltm akers  use them  to p roduce  
work which, as Holstein claims, resem bles tha t  of c o n tem 
porary  painters; bu t it is a good bet tha t the quiltm akers  
would not regard tha t  painting as serious art.
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Like artists w orking within the trad ition  of an art world, 
qu iltm akers  use these resources differently, producing 
results  that, not simply rep roductions  of traditional patterns, 
are as different and  discrim inable  as works in traditional 
artistic m edia  and genres. We can infer how this happens 
from  their descrip tions of how they work. We need  first to 
u n d e rs tan d  the origin of the m aterial that goes into the quilt 
top. In keeping  with the basis of the quilt in family and  
com m unity  life, quilts are, for the most part, m ade of scraps 
left over from o ther  utilitarian sewing projects:

Mother saved pieces from every dress she ever made for me; 
when I got older she gave them to me to make a quilt. In her 
day pieced tops were all made from a woman’s scrap hag, and 
at that time, more often than not, the linings were other old 
worn-out quilts or old blankets. We never wasted a bit of 
cloth . . .  used it over and over until it wore out. Waste not, 
want not. (P. 100)

Quilters sort their  scraps by categories:

Now' back here in the back room I got all my materials 
stored. I put every scrap of material I think I can ever use into 
them piece bags till I can get to sortin’ it. Then I put it into 
those boxes. Kinda o n  file. .. . Each box is labeled with the 
colors of pieces inside, and then some is labeled with plaids 
and stripes and the kind of pattern if thev’s already cu t . . . .

Now these are for my sunlight and shadows [i.e., light and 
dark segments] in the Log Cabin. I’m gettin’ close to the 
bottom on my lights. I’ve got plenty of darks. 1 have to keep 
my eyes open for lights. I always know what shade will match 
what I got in mind. I never buy for my piece bag and I hate to 
borrow. 1 like to think I can take care of myself. (P. 100)

Their language scarcely does justice  to the complex effects 
they achieve, an d  one m u s t  suppose , on the visual evidence 
of the quilts, that they have a m ore  complex unders tand ing  
of color and  design than  they can articulate to an interviewer. 
It seem s likely that, while quilters recognize these variations 
in design and  ability, they have no generalized critical or 
tinalvtic language in which to discuss them. They can speak 
of ways of sorting m aterials. They m ention optical eff ects—



"now  this one here is like a puzzle '—and how they can  be 
crea ted—"if you just placed dark  triangles next to these d ia 
m onds, they w ould  s tand  out.” They know and  are p roud  of 
originality: "Now I like to try to put them  colors down in a 
way no one ever saw before .”

But qu ilters’ language does not allow them  to discuss their 
w ork with one ano ther  in the generalized and  abstrac t way 
tha t  critical and  aesthetic form ulations help in tegrated p ro 
fessionals to  com m unica te  with one ano ther  easily, across 
space  and  time, abou t w hat they  are doing. (Note tha t ma* 
vericks, while denying the s tanda rds  of the art world, do 
share  its critical and  aesthetic  vocabularies, and  so can 
com m unica te  with m em bers  of tha t world as well as with 
each other.)

W ithout a generalized language of judgm ent, s tandards  
m ust be local and  ephem eral. A set of s tandards  m ight be 
applied in the judging at a county  or state  fair, but tha t would 
be as far as it would go, and  even tha t would just be the 
rendering  of a verdict, ra ther  than  the reasoned  public a p 
plication of explicit critical criteria. No larger world can grow 
out of this. How, then, were com plicated  block designs in
vented and passed on? Holstein (1973, pp. 55-56) says it was 
not through w om en 's  magazines. He inspected G odey’s 
Lady's Book, and  found that in the sixty-eight years of its 
publication it p rin ted  only five quilt-block designs, while 
m agazines catering  to m ore  rural audiences prin ted  none at 
all. He speculates tha t  wom en, "and  perhaps  their  husbands , 
had  a practical knowledge of design which they used in their 
daily work" (rem inding us of Florentine m erchan ts  using 
their  practical experience in the appreciation  of Renais
sance painting [Baxandall, 1972]). The m ost likely exp lana 
tion of how designs were passed on, in the absence of e n co m 
passing organizations and  com m unica tions  media, is that 
m o the r  taugh t daugh ter  and  neighbor taugh t neighbor; 
people moved a round  the country  and  b rought their ideas 
w ith them  for o thers  to observe, imitate, and w ork with. In 
o ther  words, com m unica tion  abou t this kind of work used 
existing channels  within and  betw een families and  c o m m u 
nities; that is one of the reasons for calling quilting a co m 
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munity- and  family-based art, and  it illustrates how the  re
sources art worlds provide for professional artists can be p ro 
duced  for nonprofessionals  in o ther ways. Holstein says that:

Faiis and other communal gatherings were responsible for 
the transmission of quilt designs. An unusually interesting 
new pattern, the invention of a particular woman, or popular 
in a particular region, would be seen, duly noted, and carried 
away by women to their homes, and to different regions. It has 
been said that a new design would be held in memory and the 
block pieced when the seamstress was back in her house to be 
stored as a “sketch” for future reproduction. (Holstein, 1973, 
p. 85)

Quilters’ reasons for m aking quilts arose out of their  p a r 
ticipation in family and  com m unity , and  were appropria te  
and  reasonable  motives for family m em bers  and neighbors 
to have. They m ade  quilts to keep their  families warm, to give 
as presents  to children who were m arry ing  and  setting up 
housekeeping, to help people in adverse c ircum stances, and 
to keep themselves busy during  dull tim es or in old age:

Back in the old days we had to make the quilts so thick. You 
know in those old dugouts the wind would come through so 
bad that you really had to be covered to sleep. (P. 45)

Now all the quilts I have are for my five kids and for all the 
grandchildren. And now their kids are wanting quilts of their 
own. (P. 140)

I’ve made several quilts for people who had the misfortune 
to burn out and lose all their bedding, and other things. Our 
club makes quilts for folks in times of trouble. (P. 142)

So in the evenin’s when he comes in he turns on that little 
TV and just lays there on the couch watchin’ pictures. And I sit 
right here at my quiltin'. Maybe that don’t sound like much, 
but it’s not lonesome. (P. 130)

Quilters usually did some of their  w ork—quilting the fin
ished pieced top to the lining and backing—in cooperation 
with others, and  one motive for quilting was to enjoy the 
com pan ionsh ip  and  fun of that sociability:

In summers we’d put up the [quilting] frame on the screen 
porch, and when the work was done, Mama would say, “O.K.,
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girls, let's go to it." We'd pull up our chairs around the frame 
and anyone that dropped in would do the same, even if they 
couldn’t stitch straight. Course we’d take out their stitches 
later if they was really bad. But it was for talking and visiting 
that we put in quilts in the summer. People would get out after 
the chores in the summertime and how the word would fly 
that we had the frame up. Had to have a screened porch 
‘cause sometimes you’d quilt and visit till midnight by lamp
light with the bugs battin’ against the screen. (P. 76)

Since everyone involved knows, within limits, as m uch  
about w hat is being done as everyone else, and  everyone can 
do w hichever of the several activities involved needs to be 
done, coopera tion  occurs  easily, with very little friction o ther 
than  the o rd inary  friction of h u m an  intercourse. To take up  a 
quite  different exam ple  for a m om ent, Bruce Jackson  (1972) 
describes how black convicts in Texas prisons coordinate  
their effort th rough  the use of work songs, the songs provid
ing the rhy thm  by which such activities as cutting dow n a 
tree can  be carried  out safely (see figure 25). Som e m en lead 
the singing be tte r  than  others, and  everybody prefers it when 
they do the leading. Nevertheless, even a bad  leader will 
serve the pu rpose  as long as he can  keep time and  be heard  
over the work noise. Anyone can lead, because  everyone 
knows the song already. The leader’s main function is simply 
to sing out the verses they should use in singing the song. The 
leader takes the verses from a large pool of verses know n to 
be parts  of tha t song; everyone knows all the parts, and  they 
need not be done  in any  particu lar order, no r  need any  p a r 
ticular n u m b e r  o r  com bination  of them  be done on any p a r 
ticular occasion.

Because quilts, to re tu rn  to that example, were the p ro d 
ucts of a system  of families in a com m unity , and  not art 
w orks p roduced  in an  art world, until recently they were 
preserved, if at all, in those families, passed  on from paren t 
to child to grandchild , their value lying partly in their beauty  
but m ore  in their continuing  utility as bedding  and  their 
value as sentim ental em bod im en ts  of family continuity  and  
solidarity. They had  no artistic value, were not critically 
judged  works of a nam ed  artist, whose repu tation  would
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FIGURE 25. Convicts singing. Folk art occurs as part of the daily 
activity o f members o f a community. Texas convicts coordinate po
tentially dangerous activities like chopping down trees by singing 
rhythmic songs. (Photograph by Bruce Jackson.)

benefit from the value of the work while it added  to it. In fact, 
quilts were seldom signed and  could be a ttr ibu ted  to their 
m aker  only on the basis of m em ory  and  family lore. They 
were used until they wore out, a lthough some family 
m em b er  m ight find one especially pleasing and  a ttem p t to 
repair  and  preserve it. No organization devoted itself to dis
covering exem plary  works, purchasing  them, and  preserving 
them  for la ter s tudy and  display. Quilts were not art because 
no one treated  them  like art. They were the physical e m b o d 
iment of families and  com m unities, bu t that w as no reason 
to preserve them ; if they were not preserved they could not



be adm ired  and  eventually seen to have the artistic qualities 
they m ight or m ight not have. Insofar  as preservation is 
necessary for an art work to survive and  join the body of 
a society's recognized, serious a rt  works, quilts could not 
achieve tha t status.

That has changed, as it has for m any  o ther products  of 
family and  com m unity  industry, as m u seu m s have either 
devoted them selves to preserving native crafts  or recognized 
artistic merit in such work. M any art m useum s now have

• s

(and som e have had  for som e time) departm en ts  of textiles 
or decorative o r  m inor arts  (the nam e varies), which do all 
the things for quilts and  similar m aterials that were not done 
earlier. Not surprisingly, too, some con tem porary  artists 
have begun to exploit the aesthetic  possibilities of quiltm ak- 
ing, especially since, as w om en 's  art, it now has a special 
claim to attention.

I have relied alm ost exclusively on the world of quilting in 
this analysis of folk art. Many o ther con tem porary  American 
activities fit the model suggested by quilting: woodworking, 
a  m e n ’s activity tha t played a similar functional role in 
country  households; ch ild ren’s games; ballroom dancing  
am ong  teenagers. Probably  m ore  w o m e n ’s and  children 's  
activities than  m en 's  will take this form, because m ore  of 
m e n ’s activities are developed around  work organizations 
and thus  appear, if not as professional art, as the craft of a 
particu lar occupation.

NAIVE ARTISTS

A final kind of artist is alternately called primitive, naive, 
or grass-roots. G randm a  Moses is the prototype, a lthough she 
eventually  was discovered by and  incorpora ted  into the art 
world (as som etim es h appens  to such people). These artists 
have usually had  no connection  with any art world at all. 
They do not know the m em bers  of the ord inary  art world in 
which works like theirs (if such exist) are produced . They 
have not had  the training people who ordinarily p roduce  
such works have had, and  they know very little abou t the
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m edium  they are w orking in—about its history, conventions, 
or the kind of work ordinarily  p roduced  in it. Unable to 
explain w hat they do in conventional terms, naive artists 
typically work alone, for no one else knows how to furnish 
the assistance or cooperation they need, and  no explanatory  
language exists. If they do have help, it is because they create 
their  own network of coopera tion—recruiting, training, and 
m ain tain ing  a group of people w ho gradually learn w hat is 
needed  and  how  to do it. Most frequently, they at best suc
ceed in recruiting a few people to play the role of apprccia- 
tors of the work.

That description m akes naive art seem m ore conventional 
than  m uch  of it actually is, by suggesting that it fits into such 
s tan d a rd  categories as painting. Much does. G randm a Moses 
is only one of a large n u m b e r  of primitive painters; the most 
fam ous  is Henri Rousseau. These painters know  and  abide 
by the conventions of easel painting, painting on canvases 
and  boards  of conventional size with m ore or less conven
tional materials. Because they have no professional training, 
their work characteristically looks literally naive, childlike, 
the way children d raw  until they learn more sophisticated 
techniques, if they do, or just stop drawing. Otto Bihalji- 
Merin (1971) has com piled an illustrated list of m ore than 
two hundred  naive painters, which obviously is only a tiny 
fraction of that universe, the fraction that cam e to the a t
tention of som eone looking for work having, by art world 
s tandards , aesthetic  value. (See also Lipm an and Armstrong, 
1980.)

Naive work in such conventional m edia  as painting is rel
atively easy to unders tand . Naive painters, like any well-so
cialized m em b er  o f  a W estern society, know w hat paintings 
look like, and  how they are done. The m aterials  for painting 
are widely available. Anyone with minimal draw ing  skills can 
easily begin painting, draw ing imagery from  conventional 
stereotypes, traditional subjects, or private obsessions. The 
work of naive painters  varies only a little from the  work of 
a m a te u r  painters. Both work w ithout any connection to the 
world of professional painting, though am ateu rs  may have
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had  classes in painting, belong to clubs ol similar am ateurs, 
and partic ipate  in a world of Sunday  painters. (See the de
scription in McCall, 1977, 1978, and  the descrip tion of a s im 
ilar world of china painting in Cincinnati Art M useum, 1976, 
and  California State University, Fullerton, 1977, pp. 113-53.)

Because naive painting resembles conventional painting, 
the rest of the world assimilates it m ore  easily, and  it is 
therefore  not as interesting analytically as ano ther  kind of 
work which is m uch  ha rder  to describe. The difficulty in 
describing it arises exactly because it has been m ade  without 
reference to the s tandards  of any world outside its m aker 's  
personal life. Its m akers  work in isolation, free from  the 
constrain ts  of cooperation  which inhibit art world partic i
pants, free to ignore the conventional categories of art works, 
to m ake  things which do not fit any s tandard  genre and  
canno t be described as exam ples of any class. Their works 
just are, and  can  be described only by enum era ting  their 
features. Once described, they canno t then  be assigned to a 
class; each  is its own class, because it was m ade  w ithout 
reference to anyth ing  else, and  nothing else has been m ade  
with reference to it.

One fam ous such work is the W atts Towers, constructed  in 
Los Angeles betw een 1921 and  1954 by Simon Rodia (Trillin, 
1965). Too enorm ous  to be called sculpture, the towers are 
not exactly arch itec ture  either, and  to call them  a m o n u m en t 
would be misleading. They consist of several openwork, 
reinforced concrete  towers, the tallest over one hundred  feet 
(see figure 26). Rodia decora ted  the towers with such easily 
available m aterials  as pop bottles and dime store crockery. 
He m ade  im pressions in the cem ent with kitchen utensils 
and  c ra f tsm an 's  tools. He relied on the skills he had  learned 
as a tile setter, and  his imagery is quite  idiosyncratic. People 
at first thought it obscurely  religious, but w hen Rodia was 
rediscovered in N orthern  California a fter  having d isap
peared  for som e years he tu rned  out to be violently anti- 
religious, though he did not offer any o ther explanation of 
the towers' inscriptions and  symbols.

Jam es  H am pton , a governm ent jan ito r  in W ashington,
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FIGURE 26. Simon Rodia, the Watts Towers. Naive artists work 
outside the confines o f any art world, accomplishing what they do 
without the support o f others. Rodia explained his work to others, 
when he bothered to explain it at all, by saying he had done it “all by 
himself. ” (Photograph by Seymour Rosen.)

D.C., m ade  a similarly unclassifiable work called The Throne 
o f  the Third H eaven o f  the N ational M illenium  General A s
sem bly  (see figure 27), which consisted of a garage filled with 
altars, pulpits, shrines, wall tablets, and  o ther religious arti
cles covered with gold and  tin foil (Walker Art Center, 1974, 
contains descriptions and  illustrations of this and  several 
o th e r  works I will mention). Clarence Schm idt constructed  a 
n u m b er  of buildings and  decora ted  the su rrounding  trees 
and  the land they stood on with silver foil, pink plastic baby
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FIGURE 27. James Hampton, Throne of the Third Heaven of the 
National Millenium General Assembly. Because they work outside 
organized art worlds, naive artists’ work has an idiosyncratic look. 
Hampton, a government janitor in Washington, D.C., constructed 
this work in a garage sometime between 1950 and 1964 by covering 
furniture with tin foil. (Photograph courtesy o f the National Collec
tion o f Fine Arts, Smithsonian Institution.)

dolls, and  similar materials, all over five acres near Wood- 
stock, New York. Tressa ("G randm a") Prisbrey covered a 
large lot in San ta  Susana, California, with small buildings 
m ade  of concre te  and  bottles, filled with dolls, colored p en 
cils, and  o ther com m on  objects, the rest of the a rea  land 
scaped  with p lanters  decora ted  with au to  headlights and 
o ther found objects. Jesse "Outlaw" H ow ard  posted  his p ro p 
erty near  Fulton, Missouri, with hand-pain ted  signs carry 
ing religious and  political messages; a similar "sign garden" 
existed for m any  years on u pper  S tanyan  S treet in San 
Francisco.



263 ♦ P R O F E S S I O N A L S ,  M A V E R I C K S ,  F O L K  A R T I S T S

The world of con tem porary  visual art no longer finds these 
works totally unfamiliar, and  they m ay  yet be incorporated  
u nd er  the heading of "environm ents ,"  or "assem blage," a 
category which m ight include the detailed reconstructions of 
taverns, restauran ts , and o ther  peopled places by such 
sculptors  as Ed Kienholtz and George Segal. But that ca te 
gory m ay have developed in the visual art world partly be
cause art world partic ipants  discovered and  im itated these 
unclassifiable works. Some years ago I gave a lecture in a 
college town in which 1 m entioned  Rodia, Schmidt, and 
others, an d  showed slides of their work. A friend who lived 
there  told m e that the town had a similar construction  going 
on in it. That d idn 't  surprise  me, for such eccentric work is 
com m on  in small towns. We drove out to see the work, a sort 
of two-story house covered with doors, windows, and  o ther 
stuff, m uch  in the style of Clarence Schm idt, and  could see 
the maker, busily a ttaching some m ore  junk to a wall. My 
friend waved to him and  then rem arked  casually that the 
piece would be finished soon, because it was the c rea to r’s 
p ro jec t  for his M aster of Fine Arts degree, and he w as g rad 
uating that spring!

Naive artists typically begin their  work accidentally or 
haphazard ly  or, I m ight be tter  say, they do not purposefully 
s tart a meaningful activity in a professional world whose 
organization would m ake  it a real "beginning." Ferdinand 
Cheval, a rural French p os tm an  around  the turn of the cen 
tury, built a Palais Ideal, a com plex of buildings, reliefs, and 
sculptures, the w ork occupying m ore than  thirty years. De
scribing w hat he had  done in later years, he explained that 
while delivering the mail he had  daydream ed  abou t building 
a "fairy-tale c a s t le . . . .  an edifice filled with gardens, m u 
seums, sculptures, and intricate labyrinths. . . . the arch itec
ture of ancient times and  distant lands . . .  com bined  . . .  in a 
single s truc tu re  so beautiful and  p ic turesque that it rem ained  
up p e rm o s t  in my m ind for ten years." Then:

One day I stumbled on a stone. And as I looked at it more 
closely, it turned out to have such a curious shape that I 
picked it up and took it with me. The following day I returned
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to the same spot and found some even more beautiful stones, 
which I enthusiastically began to collect.

I took this coincidence as an omen. Since nature it
self provided sculptures, then I coaid be an architect or 
mason! . . .

And so, for the next 25 years, I moved stones. (Cheval, 1968, 
p. 9)

H erm an  Rusch, a fa rm er  in Cochrane, Wisconsin, began the 
Prairie M oon M useum  and  G arden , a two-acre construction 
of arches, pillars, towers, and  o ther things m ade  of cement, 
"to dress the place up" (Hoos, 1974, p. 71). G randm a Prisbrey 
began her work because the trailer she lived in was not big 
enough for her family or her  collection of two thousand  
pencils. W hen the work was conceived and  executed delib
erately, as som e were (e.g., S. P. D insm oor’s Garden o f  
E den , a half-acre architectural and sculptural politico- 
religious construction  in Lucas, Kansas), the reasons for 
doing it are personal and  not always intelligible, a point I will 
re tu rn  to.

These works, not belonging to any tradition of artistically 
defined problem s and  solutions, seem  to spring out of n o 
where. No one knows how to respond to them. Audiences 
(whoever happens  to see them ) do not know w hat to m ake of 
them , and  their m akers  canno t take advantage  of any e s ta b 
lished netw ork  of cooperation  in building them. They work 
alone. Rodia said:

I did it all by myself. I never had a single help. One thing, I 
couldn't hire any help, for I no have-a no money. Not a thing.
If I hire a man, he don't know what to do. A million times, I 
don't know what to do myself. I would wake up all night, 
because this was my own idea. (Trillin, 1965, p. 72)

(There is no technical reason for not using helpers. Antoni 
Gaudi, the Catalan a rt  nouveau  architect, m ade  construc
tions which have m any of the sam e features of the work of 
Rodia and  o ther  naive artists. But, being an established 
professional architect, though  m ore  than  a little eccen
tric, Gaudi had  rich pa trons  and  clients and  could afford
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to hire and  train m asons and  o ther c ra f tsm en  to work to his 
designs [Collins, 1960, an d  Bergos, 1954].)

Naive artis ts  achieve their idiosyncratic style and  create 
un ique  and  peculiar form s and  genres because they have 
never acqu ired  and  internalized the habits  of vision and  
though t professional artists necessarily acquire during their 
training. A m averick has to overcom e the habits  left by p ro 
fessional training; the naive artist never had them. M any of 
the artists w ho m ake constructions like the W atts Towers got 
their  skills as Rodia did, as m em bers  of one of the building 
trades. O thers have been  farm ers  o r  general handym en. To 
put it m ore  generally, societies teach m any  people skills 
which can be pu t to artistic use, but teach them in nonartistic  
settings and  for utilitarian purposes. People who have 
learned these skills can then begin idiosyncratic art en te r 
prises w ithout ever com ing in contact with the conventional 
art world. (This m ay explain w hy it is ha rd  to find musical 
exam ples to parallel the visual ones: it is relatively unusual 
for people to acqu ire  musical skills in that casual and u n 
professional way, because musical skills arc so specialized 
tha t they are not useful in nonartis tic  enterprises.)

Naive artists, una ttached  to the working organizations of 
any art world, do not have access to regular supplies of p ro 
fessionally s tandard ized  materials. Quite resourceful, they 
m ake do with w h a t  the env ironm ent provides. Rodia used 
s tan d a rd  m ateria ls  for re inforced concrete  construction, 
but for o rnam en ta tion  used tile, pottery, household dish- 
ware, sea shells, and  soda bottles, as well as im pressions of 
household  objects  and  his own tools. The work reflects the 
limits of w hat he had  available, as Trillin points out:

it is apparent that the form the towers took was decided partly 
by the limitations of his equipment. Since he had no scaf
folding, for example, he had to provide his own as he went 
along. It took the form of horizontal spokes and circles ringing 
the tallest spires, and the dense spiderweb effect they produce 
results partly from the fact that no ring is farther from the one 
below it than a short man can reach. (Trillin, 1965, p. 80)
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Louis C. Wippich, whose M olehill in Sauk Rapids, M inne
sota, is a little like a giant rock garden  (the tallest tow er is 
forty-five feet), took advantage  of local industries:

In the 24 years he devoted to construction of the garden, he 
scavenged the quarries and monument companies for cast-off 
blocks, damaged grave markers and monument “seconds." 
From the Great Northern Railroad s car shops he acquired 
railroad rails, steel cables and wood siding from condemned 
freight cars. The two homes he built overlooking the gardens 
were built of freight car wood. The concrete bridges and 
platforms were reinforced with railroad rails. (Sherarts and 
Sherarts, 1974, p. 90)

G randm a Prisbrey found  everything but concrete, lumber, 
and ta r  p a p e r  in the city dum p, including an estim ated  one 
million bottles, au tom obile  headlights, TV picture tubes, 
d iscarded  dolls, m achinery  m olds and  parts, laboratory  
glassware, pencils, eyeglass frames, beer bottle c a p s . . .  
(McCoy, 1974, p. 82). Jam es  H am pton  salvaged m aterials 
from the w astebaskets  he em ptied  at work, and  "paid  neigh
borhood  indigents to collect foil for him, but also scoured 
the streets himself, carrying a crocus sack tha t  he filled 
with loot" (Roscoe, 1974, p. 15).

With no professional training and  no contac t with the 
conventional a rt  world, naive artists do not learn the con
ventional vocabulary  of motives and explanations for their 
work. Since they canno t explain w hat they are doing in con
ventional art terminology, and since it can seldom  be ex
plained as anyth ing  o th e r  than  art, naive artists frequently  
have trouble  with people w ho d em an d  an explanation. Not 
fitting into any conventional category, not legitimated by any 
au then tic  connection  to an  established art world, construc
tions like the W atts  Towers, Cheval's Palais Ideal, or the 
h u n d re d s  of similar works now  being tu rned  up  by interested 
critics require  explanation. M any of these artists provide no 
explanations, apparen tly  believing tha t w hat they do is their 
own business or, since m any  of the works have some reli
gious intent, betw een them  and  God. W hen they do explain
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themselves, the idiosyncratic explanations, with no basis in a 
shared  vocabulary  of motives, sound  extremely eccentric. 
Here are som e exam ples:

[Mr. Tracy, of Wellington, Kansas, built a house of bottles. His 
explanation of it was:] “I saw a bottle house in California and 
they used only one kind of bottle, so I did them one better and 
used all kinds." (Blasdcll, 1968, p. 32)

[Herman Rusch explains the work described above thus:] 
“Like it says, Mister, a man should leave a few tracks and not 
just canceled welfare checks." (Blasdell, 1968, p. 41)

[S. P. D. Dinsmoor of Lucas, Kansas, says,] “If the Garden of 
Eden [the name for the work of art he has constructed] is not 
right, Moses is to blame. He wrote it up and 1 built it." (Blas
dell, 1968, p. 30)

[Fred Smith said,] “I’m 166 years old and I'll be better when 
I'm 175. It has to be in the man. You have to be almost gifted 
to do what I have done." (Blasdell, 1968, p. 33)

Not surprisingly, people w ho create  such works and give 
exp lanations  like this are frequently  thought by neighbors 
and  o thers  to be crazy. The problem  of what the work is is 
central to the reactions o f  others. Typically having no visible 
use, the works canno t be explained as utilitarian, as storage 
or living quarters ,  for instance. If they have no  use, w hat are 
they? They m ight pass as art, except that they do not look like 
any art the neighbors have ever seen or heard  abou t and  the 
m akers  have no claim to the s ta tus  of artist, being simply 
fellow-residents of the town, often  with an  independen t re p 
u ta tion  for crankiness  or eccentricitv. The m aker becom es 
the ob ject of ridicule, abuse, and  unofficial or official h a 
rassm ent. Cheval (1968, p. 11) describes the reaction  to his 
collecting stones p repara to ry  to the construction  of the Pa
lais Idea l:

Before long, local tongues began to wag, and soon public 
opinion had cemented: “Look at the poor idiot, filling up his 
garden with stones!" People actually thought I was mentally
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ill. Some laughed at me; some reproached or criticized me. 
But since they realized this type of madness was neither dan
gerous nor contagious, nobody called for a psychiatrist. In 
time, I ceased to be bothered by their teasing. I realized, you 
see, that people have always ridiculed and persecuted those 
whom they cannot understand.

During W orld W ar II ne ighborhood kids, for w hom  an ec 
centric  like S im on Rodia was fair game, decided that he was 
using the W atts  Towers to send radio messages to Italian 
subm arines  lying offshore and  began harassing him in e a r 
nest, vandalizing the w ork extensively. In 1954, Rodia, a p 
parently  no longer in terested in the towers or their future, 
gave the land to a ne ighbor and  d isappeared . In 1959, the City 
of Los Angeles Building D epartm ent decided the construc
tion was unsafe  and  m oved to tear  it down.

This raises the question of how such works are preserved, 
if they are, an d  how they are pro tected  against such  h a rass 
ment. The conventional defenses and  protections afforded 
conventional art works are lacking. Tressa Prisbrey's son was 
the local building inspector, which m ust have saved her from
w hat would surely have been in term inable  trouble. Wip- 
pich 's work would probably  have been lost if a d is tan t re la
tive had  not bought it with the in tent of keeping it intact. 
Local m erchan ts  som etim es decide that the work m ay have 
some value as a touris t a ttrac tion  an d  preserve it for that 
reason. But m any  such  w orks—there  is no way of knowing 
how m any—have undoub ted ly  been lost to la ter audiences.

Perhaps the m ost im portan t  way such works are p re 
served, no d oub t an  u n co m m o n  way, is tha t m em b ers  of 
som e art world develop an interest in them. They see a con
nection betw een the  solutions naive artists have arrived at 
and  the p rob lem s which are now interesting their  own p ro 
fessional world. That saved the W atts  Towers. Artists and  
m useum  people in Los Angeles (organized as The Committee 
for S im on Rodia 's  Towers in W atts) discovered the towers 
(which had been discovered once before, as a  tourist a t t ra c 
tion tha t  could be seen from the in te ru rban  trolleys tha t  once 
ran  in Los Angeles) and  moved legally to stop their des truc 
tion. Trillin (1965) tells the exciting story of how the  City



Building D epartm en t a t tem pted  to pull one of the towers 
down, having agreed tha t  if it could w ithstand a specified 
stress  the entire  construction  would be spared. In  a soap 
opera  ending, the tower proved so strong that the truck a t 
tem pting  to pull it over tore its own axle out. Even so, the 
towers have been seriously dam aged  by local vandals. 
H a m p to n ’s Throne, more portable, survived by being moved 
to the National Collection of Fine Arts in W ashington, D.C.

Even when they are preserved through the intervention of 
art world partic ipants , naive artis ts’ works are not easily 
assimilated by those worlds. They violate m any  m ore  s tan 
dards  of conventional work than  do the works of m av 
ericks, for instance, and  do so m ore  comprehensively. They 
do not fit into available spaces; indeed, they frequently  c an 
not be m oved at all. Divorced from the m ainstream  tradition 
of any conventional form, it is unlikely that they can  be in
terpre ted  as having a m a jo r  place in som e form 's history. 
They are, and  remain, curiosities.

The primitive quality of naive art, like the maverick quality 
of maverick art, lies in the relation of its m aker  to the con
ventional art world. It is not the charac te r  of the work itself 
that distinguishes naive art, but ra ther  tha t it has been m ade 
w ithout reference to the constra in ts  of con tem porary  con
vention. This also solves an otherwise knotty problem: does 
G randm a Moses’ w ork rem ain  naive once it has been dis
covered and  exhibited in m useum s and galleries to critical 
acclaim? To the degree tha t she, or any discovered primitive, 
continues to ignore the constrain ts  of the world into which 
she has  been incorpora ted , it rem ains w hat it was. W hen the 
artist begins to take account of w hat her new colleagues 
expect of her  and  are p repared  to cooperate  with, she be
com es an  in tegra ted  professional, even though  integrated 
into a world which has changed itself som ew hat to accom 
m odate  the variations she created.

CONCLUSION

The difficulties mavericks and  naive artists have making 
their w orks and  getting them distributed, their difficulties
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with audiences and  authorities, indicate the troubles inte
grated  professionals are spared  by partic ipating in art worlds 
recognized as legitimate par ts  of society. Folk artists show  us 
how artlike w orks—similar in everything bu t the label—can 
be m ade  u n d e r  different auspices and  how the auspices 
affect the doing.

The difference betw een the  w ork of in tegrated  profes
sionals, mavericks, folk artists, and naive artists does not lie 
in its surface appea rance  or sound, but in the relation 
between that work and  work done by others m ore  or less 
involved in som e art world. The work of naive artists will not 
always look childlike, but it will look different from w ork in a 
similar m ed ium  done in a different relation to an  art world. 
Maverick w ork will be freer of the constrain ts  im posed by 
cooperative links, as Ives’ was, bu t will also be h am p ered  by 
the lack of coopera tion  from  others  (as Ives m ight have been 
ham pered  by his inability to  hear  w hat he w rote played). 
Folk art, solidly supported  by a com m unity , will be limited 
by the time and  m aterials  m ade  available for tha t sort of 
work by the com m unities  in which it is m ade; the available 
support  will p robab ly  always be less than  would be available 
to partic ipan ts  in an  accepted  art world in which the m aking 
of the work did not have to take second place to the co m 
m un ity ’s m a jo r  concerns. Naive art will have the rough  edges 
of idiosyncrasy, una lte red  by the opinions or exam ples  of 
colleagues.

Art worlds, then, help their  partic ipants  p roduce  work that 
will ea rn  the m aterial support  and serious response of others, 
help artists connect w ork to a tradition  in which it m akes 
sense, and  provide substan tia l am oun ts  of time and  o ther 
resources for artistic activity.

Distinctions betw een these kinds of a rt  are not distinctions 
of quality; w ork  of every degree of interest can be and  has 
been m ade  in every category. But we always look at non- 
canonical w ork—w ork not done  u n der  the legitimate aus
pices of an  art w orld—from  the s tandpo in t of som e aesthetic  
which has  its base in som e world, p robably  an art world, in 
which we participate. That aesthetic  is w hat allows us to 
select particu lar  works from am ong  the m ass  of stuff p ro 
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duced  by people who are not in tegrated  professionals, to 
select som e w orks as w orth  our a tten tion  after all, deserving 
elevation from marginal to central status. A nother time, 
people from  som e o ther a rt  world will m ake still ano ther  
selection, insofar as the m echan ism s of preservation keep 
work intact so that it can be selected. (See the discussion in 
Moulin, 1978, pp. 244-47.)



9 ♦ Arts ond Crofts

M em bers of art worlds often distinguish between art and 
craft. They recognize that m aking art requires technical skills 
that m ight be seen as craft skills, but they also typically insist 
tha t artists con tribu te  som eth ing  beyond craft skill to the 
p roduct,  som eth ing  due  to their  creative abilities and  gifts 
tha t  gives each object o r  pe rfo rm ance  a unique and  expres
sive character. O ther people, also skilled, who support  the 
w ork of the artist are called “c raftsm en ,” and  the w ork they 
do is called “craft." The sam e activity, using the sam e m a 
terials and skills in w hat a p p ea r  to be similar ways, m ay be 
called by e ither title, as m ay the people who engage in it. The 
histories of various art form s include typical sequences of 
change in which w hat has been com m only  understood  and 
defined by practitioners  and  public as a craft becom es re
defined as an  art or, conversely, an art becom es redefined as 
a craft. In the first case, partic ipants  in an art world borrow  
from or take over a craft world; in the second, a m a tu re  art 
world begins to exhibit som e of the characteristic  features of 
craft worlds. Changes in reputa tion  and  changes in o rga
nization occur together. The analysis of the com plicated  
relations between a rt  and  craft, and  of the sequences by

272
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which one changes into the other, like the com parative  an a l
ysis of the previous chapter, helps us to unders tand  how art 
worlds work.

The last chapter, considering no n s tan d a rd  ways of making 
art (ways not connected  to an organized art world), treated  
art w orlds as m ore  or less unchanging. This chap te r  begins to 
repa ir  tha t  tlaw by considering som e sequences of change. 
The ch ap te r  to follow goes further, m aking change in art 
worlds its central subject.

(As folk terms, art and  craft re fer to am biguous conglom 
erations of organizational and stylistic traits and  thus  c an 
not be used as unequivocally  as we would w an t to use them  if 
they w ere  scientific or critical concepts. Since I will neverthe
less speak  of art and  craft worlds, organizations, and  styles 
of work, it should be unders tood  that in doing so I am  refer
ring to one or an o th e r  aspect of som e folk definition. I often 
refer to particu lar organizations tha t com e close to realizing 
the ideal com binations  implied by the folk terms, but even 
these do not live up to the expectations em bodied  in the 
ideal, n o r  does it m a tte r  analytically that they do not.)

CRAFT BECOMES ART

As a work ideology, an aesthetic, and  a form of work 
organization, craft can and  does exist independen t of art 
worlds, their practitioners, an d  their definitions. In the pure  
folk definition, a craft consists of a body of knowledge and 
skill which can  be used  to p roduce  useful objects: dishes you 
can  eat from, chairs  you can  sit in, cloth that m akes ser
viceable clothing, p lum bing  tha t works, wiring that carries 
current. From a slightly different poin t of view, it consists of 
the ability to perform  in a useful w ay—to play music tha t can 
be danced  to, serve a m eal to guests efficiently, arres t a 
criminal w ith a m in im um  of fuss, clean a house  to the satis
faction of those w ho live in it.

To speak  of usefulness implies the existence of som eone 
whose purposes  define the ends for which the objects  or 
activities will be useful. Those purposes  arise in some world 
of collective action in which they are characteristic , part  of
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the definition of w hat kind of world it is. Serving a meal to 
guests efficiently m ight be part  of the world of com m ercia l 
catering, in which the developm ent of a stable clientele who 
can be fed at a profit is the goal, or it might be part  of a 
dom estic  world, in which case the object is to satisfy the 
appetites for food and graceful social in tercourse of family, 
friends, and  acquain tances. In bo th  cases, utility is m easu red  
by a s tan d a rd  lying outside the world that is or m ight have 
been constructed  a round  the activity itself. For there  is a 
world of hau te  cuisine and  etiquette  which treats  the en joy
m ent of food and  its service as ends  in-themselves, the m e a 
su rem en t of utility referring to s tandards  developed and 
accepted  by knowledgeable partic ipants  in tha t world. 
(The distinction between utilities which arise in the world 
constructed  a round  the activity itself and  those m easu red  
by s tandards  im ported  from o ther worlds—call them  in
trinsic and extrinsic, or practical, utilities—will recur in the 
analysis.)

Defining craft as the knowledge and  skill which produce  
useful objects  and  activities implies an aesthetic, s tandards  
on which judgm en ts  of particu lar items of work can  be 
based, and  an organizational form in which the evaluative 
s tan d a rd s  find their origin and  logical justification. The o r
ganizational form is one in which the w orker does his work 
for som eone else—a client, custom er, or em ployer—who 
defines w hat is to be done and w hat the result should be. 
Em ployers  unders tand  that the w orker possesses special 
skills and  knowledge but regard  it as appropria te  tha t they 
m ake the final ju d g m en t on the result. The w orker m ay know 
better  ways of doing things, not know n to som eone  outside 
the craft, bu t recognizes the em ployer 's  right to the last word. 
Both recognize tha t the object of the activity is to m ake 
som eth ing  em ployers can use for their purposes, w hatever 
they m ay  be. Although a w orker som etim es m akes things for 
his own use, the  ob ject is still m ad e  to  serve som eone 's  need 
for a useful object.

If you define your work as done to meet som eone else’s 
practical needs, then  function, defined as external to the 
w ork 's  intrinsic character, is an im portan t ideological and
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aesthetic  consideration. If the piece has no evident or possi
ble practical use, or is totally unsuited  to its ostensible use, 
the c raf tsm an  w ho m ad e  it (a c raf tsm an  being som eone  who 
accepts  the c raft  ideology) will p robably  receive and feel 
vulnerable to severe criticism from his colleagues. I will give 
som e exam ples later.

In addition to function, c ra f tsm en  accept a second aes
thetic s ta n d a rd —virtuoso skill. Most crafts  are difficult, re 
quiring years to m aste r  the physical skills and  m ental disci
plines of a first-class practitioner. An expert, having m as
tered the skills, has  great control over the  craft 's  materials, 
can do any th ing  with them, can  w ork with speed  an d  agility, 
and  can do with case things ordinary, less expert c raftsm en 
find difficult or impossible. A potter, for instance, m ay be able 
to throw  pots with walls so thin tha t  o ther potters  would 
be unable  to prevent them  from collapsing. Conversely, he 
m ay be able to throw great m asses of clay o ther potters 
w ould  find impossible to control. The specific object of vir
tuosity varies from field to field, bu t always involves an ex tra 
ord inary  control of m ateria ls  and techniques. Som etim es 
virtuosity also includes m astering  a wide variety of tech 
niques, being able no t only to do  things be tter  than  most 
o thers  but also to do more things. Virtuoso craftsm en  take 
pride in their skill and  are honored  for it in the craft and 
som etim es by outsiders.

That an object is useful, that it required  virtuoso skill to 
m ake—neither of these precludes it from also being thought 
beautiful. Som e crafts  genera te  from within their own trad i
tion a  feeling for beau ty  and  with it app ropria te  aesthetic  
s tan d a rd s  and  canons of taste. Both m akers  and  users think 
th a t  som e furn iture  is beautiful in addition to being useful 
and  that they can tell the difference. Not m any  people care to
m a k e  t h e s e  f in e  d i s t i n c t i o n s  a m o n g  h o u s e h o l d  c r a f t  o b j e c t s ,  
but those who do (Japanese, for instance) add  beauty  to 
utility and  virtuosity as a third criterion of judgm en t which 
inform s their daily activities. Beauty becom es an additional 
criterion connoisseurs  use in m aking judgm en ts  and workers 
try to satisfy.

By accepting  beauty  as a criterion, partic ipants  in craft
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activities take on a concern characteristic  of the folk defini
tion of art. That definition includes an  em phasis  on beauty  as 
typified in the tradition of som e particu lar art, on the t rad i
tions and  concerns of the a rt  world itself as the source  of 
value, on expression of som eone 's  thoughts  and  feelings, and  
on the relative freedom  of the artist from outside in ter
ference with the work. (Concerning the last element, the 
folk definition acknowledges, implicitly though  usually not 
explicitly, tha t o ther partic ipants  in the a rt  w orld—p a
trons, dealers, curators, and  critics, for instance—will in fact 
if not in theory  constra in  the artist 's  expressive freedom  
substantially.)

Because some craftsm en  accept beauty  as a criterion, the 
organizational form of craft worlds becom es m ore  com pli
cated  and  differentiated th an  it would otherwise be. Crafts 
ordinarily divide along the line between ordinary  craftsm en  
trying to do decent w ork and  m ake a living and  artist-crafts- 
m en with m ore  am bitious goals and  ideologies. Ordinary 
craf tsm en  usually respect artis t-craftsm en and see them  as 
the source of innovation and  original ideas. The two types 
not only carry  on the c raft  in distinctive ways, but also con
stitute distinct groups of people, since workers tend to iden
tify them selves as one or the o ther  and  to adop t one or the 
o ther  m ode of activity fairly exclusively.

The ord inary  c ra f tsm an  probably  does not take the crite
rion of beau ty  very seriously. Busy satisfying the dem an d s  of 
a variety of jobs  and  custom ers, he contents  himself with 
m aking  sure tha t the pipes he installs carry water, that the 
bookcase he builds is sturdy and  fits in the space he m e a 
sured  for it, tha t  the meal is served expeditiously. I have, of 
course, deliberately chosen exam ples from crafts in which 
the idea of beau ty  seldom enters an yo ne’s calculations, at 
least in the conventional sense connected  with such high arts  
as painting and  sculpture.

Som e craftsm en  (a curren t list would include potters, 
weavers, glassblowers, and  furn itu re  makers, to cite the most 
obvious cases) speak of themselves as artis t-craftsm en 
(Sinha, 1979). The distinction m eans  som eth ing  in these 
craft worlds. The American Crafts Council identifies itself as



277 ♦ A R T S A N I) c R A F T S

the organized  voice of the artis t-craftsm an. The influential 
m agazine it once published, Craft Horizons, em phasized 
questions of beau ty  and  artistic merit, in contrast with a then 
m ore  purely craft-oriented m agazine like Ceramics Monthly. 
Similar purely  craft-oriented m agazines serve m ost crafts.

Work by artis t-craftsm en, with some claim to be consid-
ered  art by the custod ians  of conventional a r t—collectors,•/

curators , and gallery ow ners—finds new  organizational set
tings, which partially free the artis t-craftsm an from the co n 
stra in ts  em bodied  in the em ployer-em ployee relationship 
characteris tic  of the pure  c ra f tsm a n ’s position. U nder the 
heading  of “m inor arts," beautiful craft ob jects  arc displayed 
in shows and  m useum s, win prizes for their  beauty, con
tribute to the repu ta tions  of the c raf tsm en  who m ake them, 
becom e the sub jec t of books and the occasion for d e m o n 
stra tions of “how  to do it," and even furnish the basis on 
which teaching jobs  are given and held. In short, not only do 
som e people care to m ake  the distinction betw een beautiful 
and  o rd inary  craft objects, b u t  there are substantia l rew ards 
for m aking m ore  beautiful ob jects  while adhering  to craft 
s tandards .

Artist-craftsmen have higher am bitions  than  ord inary  
craftsm en. While they m ay  share  audiences, institutions, and 
rew ards  with o rd inary  craftsm en, they also feel som e kinship 
with fine-art institutions. Thev see a continuity  between what 
they do and  w hat fine artists do, even though they recognize 
th a t  they have chosen to pursue the ideal of beauty they 
share  with fine artists in a m ore  limited arena. W hat consti
tutes beauty  can of course  be the subject of considerable  
controversy, bu t it is the third m a jo r  criterion according to 
which people judge  work and  to which they orient their own 
activity.

We m ight imagine the differentiation ol c raftsm en and 
artis t-craftsm en as a typical historical sequence. A craft 
world, w hose aesthetic  em phasizes  utility and  virtuoso skill 
and  whose m em bers  p roduce  w orks according to the dic
tates of clients o r  em ployers operating  in som e extracraft 
world, develops a new segm ent (Bucher, 1962; Bucher and 
Strauss, 1961). The new segm ent's  m em bers  add  to the basic
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aesthetic  an em phasis  on beau ty  and  develop some ad d i
tional organizations, which free them  of the need  to satisfy 
em ployers so completely. These artis t-craftsm en develop a 
kind of art world a round  their activities, a “m inor art"  world. 
The world contains m uch  of the ap p ara tu s  of full-fledged 
m a jo r  arts: shows, prizes, sales to collectors, teaching posi
tions, and  the rest. Not all craft worlds develop such an 
artistic, beautv-oriented segm ent (p lum bing has not). But 
w here  an art segm ent develops, it usually coexists peacefully 
with the m ore  purely utilitarian craft segment.

Another sequence  occurs when m em bers  of an  established 
world already defined as art, people involved in the typical 
activities and ideologies of the con tem porary  art world, in
vade (and the military m e tap h o r  is appropria te)  an e s ta b 
lished craft world, especially its art segment. The sequence 
begins w hen som e fine artists look for new m edia in which to 
explore a cu rren t expressive problem . These artists happen  
on one  of the crafts  an d  see in its m aterials and  techniques a 
potential for artistic exploitation. They see a way to do som e
thing that will interest the  art world to which they are ori
en ted  and  to which they respond. They have no interest in 
the conventional s tanda rd  of practical utility; their notion of 
beau ty  is likely to be very different from  and  m ore  advanced  
than  tha t  of the craft they  are invading and the kind of skill 
and  control tha t interests them  quite  different from that 
prized by the  m ore  traditional practitioner.

The new  breed of artists in the craft devise new and  ag 
gressively nonutilitarian  s tandards . Only the utilities defined 
by the art world  in w hich  they partic ipate  in terest them. 
Art utilities typically include usefulness as objects  of aes
thetic contem plation , as ob jects  of collection and  o s ten ta 
tious display, and  as items of investm ent and  pecuniary  gain, 
but not the practical utilities defined by the purposes  and 
organization of o ther  worlds. Artists invading a craft w ant 
to m ake  sure that the works they p roduce  canno t be used as 
people have been accustom ed  to using them . Robert Arne
son, for example, one of the leading spirits in the m ovem ent 
which claimed pottery  as a fine-art field (Zack, 1970), m ade  
a series of large plates, technically com petent, whose utility
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was destroyed by the large brick which sat in the middle of 
each one, slowly sinking into the surface  as the series p ro 
gressed (see figure 28). In ano ther  instance, a g roup  of artists 
gained control of a ceram ics dep ar tm en t in an art school. 
The new  cha irm an  announced  decisively tha t from then on 
no  one in the d ep a r tm en t  would m ake high-fire pottery. He 
m ean t tha t they would no longer m ake clay objects  tha t had 
any utility, because only high-fire pottery will hold water 
and  thus  be useful for domestic  purposes: cups, glasses, 
dishes, vases. By insisting that only low-fire po ttery  be made, 
he in effect announced  that w hat they did from  then on 
would be som e version of con tem porary  sculpture. Lest an y 
one miss the point, he e labora ted : “We are not going to m ake 
any vessels.”V

Just as the s tan d a rd  of utility is devalued, so, too, are the 
old craft s tan d a rd s  of skill. W hat the older artis t-craftsm an 
has spen t a lifetime learning to do is suddenly  hardly  worth  
doing. People are doing his work in the sloppiest possible 
w ay and  being thought superio r  to him just because of it.

Ins tead  of adhering  to the conventional craft criteria, 
which of course  turn up in som ew hat different form, the 
artists w ho en ter  a craft field propose, rely on, and organize 
the ir  work accord ing  to criteria characteristic  of worlds 
conventionally defined as high art. In the art versions of any 
of these media, for instance, uniqueness  of the ob ject is 
prized. Artists and  their  publics think that no two objects 
p roduced  by an artist should be alike. But for good c rafts
m en tha t is not a consideration; on the contrary, the 
artis t-craftsm an 's  control shows in his ability to m ake things 
as m uch  alike as he does. People w ho pay $200 for a small, 
beautifully tu rned  bowl will not feel cheated if they find there 
is an o th e r  m ore  o r  less like it. W hat they bought exhibits the 
virtuoso c ra f tsm ansh ip  they paid for. H ad they bought the 
sam e  bowl on the assum ption  that it was a unique work of 
art, they w ould  feel chea ted  to find that there were two. So 
artists w ho work in these m edia  sell their conception and its 
execution in that m edium  and  take care to be obvious abou t 
how each of their  pieces differs from all others. No one wants 
to buy a copy from an artist, only from  a craftsm an.



FIGURE 28. Robert Arneson, Sinking Brick Plates. When artists 
invade a craft medium, they deliberately make work that is non
functional as a way of showing that, though the medium is associ
ated with a craft, the work is art. Ceramic, 1969. (Photograph cour
tesy of the Hansen Fuller Goldeen Gallery.)
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The new  s tan d a rd s  artists c reate  insure that a w ork ’s only 
utility will be as a r t—to be adm ired, appreciated , and experi
enced. The artists denounce  the m ere virtuosity of the old 
school of c raftsm en . They discover and  create a conscious 
continuity  with w ork in o ther  areas of art, especially the 
traditional areas  of pain ting  and sculpture. They announce  
the ir  independence  of others ' ideas of w hat their work 
should  consist of and  denounce  any a ttem pt to saddle them 
with the  requ irem en ts  of utility. W hat they do usually re
quires a great deal of skill and  control, but the skills needed 
are usually deliberately different from those prized by o rd i
nary craf tsm en  or artis t-craftsm en and  often are h idden as 
well. Marilyn Levine achieved a considerable  repu tation  by 
m aking ceram ic scu lp tures  of shoes, boots, and  o ther leather 
objects, which looked so m uch  like real lea ther that you had 
to tap  them  and  hear the ring to be convinced that they were 
clay (see figure 29); that takes considerable  skill, bu t not the 
kind ceram icists  usually prize. It becom es a virtue no t to 
display conventional craft virtuosity, and  artists m ay delib
erately create  crudities (the m aking of the crudities m ay 
itself involve considerable  virtuosity, though  not the sam e 
as the c ra f tsm a n ’s), e ither for their  shock value o r  to show 
their freedom  from that particu lar set of conventional craft 
constraints.

Defining their work as art, the artists w ho adop t craft 
m aterials and  techniques create and  accom m odate  th e m 
selves to a social organization different from that which 
grows up a ro u n d  a craft. Craft organization subord ina tes  the 
c ra f tsm an  to an employer, at whose insistence and  for whose 
purposes  the w ork is done. But the con tem porary  folk def
inition of art p resum es that the artist works for no one, that 
the w ork is p roduced  in response to problem s intrinsic in the 
developm ent of the art and  freely chosen  by the artist. O r
ganizationally, of course, the artist is no such heroic individ
ualist, but opera tes  in a setting of institutional constraints, 
which vary from  time to time and  place to place. Artists 
whose w ork was distributed through systems of church  and 
royal p a tronage  found it expedient to take account of their 
pa trons ' tastes and  desires to the point that, as we saw in
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FIGURE 29. Marilyn Levine, Brown Satchel. Artists taking over 
a craft medium cultivate skills different from those of craftsmen—for 
example, the ability to imitate the surface look of leather. Ceramic,
6 X 9 X 13-1/2 inches, 1916. (Photograph courtesy of the Hansen 
Fuller Goldeen Gallery.)

ch ap te r  4, the  pa trons m ight on occasion reasonably  be 
thought of as collaborators. C ontem porary  artists, enm eshed  
in a world of collectors, galleries, and  m useum s, typically 
p roduce  with no particu lar pu rchaser  in m ind and  expect 
their work to be m arketed  th rough  the conventional a p 
para tu s  of dealers and  m useum s, the pu rchase r  exercising 
control by buying or refusing to buy. W hatever the organ i
zational form, the folk definition fu rther  p resum es tha t  these 
purchasers  and  in term ediaries  are as concerned  as the artist 
with the utilities defined by the art world and  therefore  with
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problem s and  topics defined within, ra th e r  than  outside of, 
the cu rren t art world. These p resum ptions  are often violated, 
bu t artists orient themselves to that model.

Fine-art pho tographers , for example, do a g reater variety 
of work, less constra ined  by the requ irem ents  of organiza
tions in which they work, than  do pho tographers  who work 
in such  craft-oriented areas as advertising, fashion pho tog
raphy, or pho to journalism  (Rosenblum , 1978). Similarly, 
artists working in conventional craft media are relatively 
freer than  artis t-craftsm en who work in the sam e media, 
both in the diversity of the objects  they m ake and  in the 
variety and  whimsicality of the talk with which they explain 
their work. The objects  typically resem ble curren t work in 
such con tem porary  high-art worlds as painting and  sculp
ture, and  the talk bo th  calls a tten tion  to the resem blance  and 
displays at least superficial indifference to being intelligible 
or rational. The latter characteristic  expresses an indiffer
ence to public accep tance  characteris tic  of m any co n tem p o 
rary  artists.

H ere  are som e examples. Arneson has m ade m any pieces 
which are in fact sculpture: a typewriter, som ew hat sagged 
out of shape  and  rough a round  the edges, whose keys are 
red-pain ted  fingernails (see Zack, 1970, for o ther examples, 
and see figure 30); a series of self-portraits, sm oking a cigar 
or with the skull opened to reveal various contents; an 
enorm ous  table covered with dishes of food, s tanding  in 
front of a life-sized portrait of the artist in a c h e f s  hat, all 
glazed a pure  unrelieved white. To an observer familiar with 
the conventions of con tem porary  sculp ture  and ceramics, 
these pieces look not quite  like sculpture, but m ore like ce r
amics. Aggressively not utilitarian pottery, they nevertheless 
call a tten tion  to themselves as pottery through the rough 
m odeling of the clay and  the gaudy glazes. Som e of their 
effect lies in the am biguity  so created. O ther pieces are utili
tarian in principle but not quite  in fact. An exam ple is Arne- 
son ’s teapo t whose spout is a realistically modeled penis; you 
can pour  tea from it, but not for everyone (see figure 31).

To tu rn  to the talk that accom panies  such work, here is 
Arneson explaining himself:



284 ♦ A R T S A N D  C R A F T S

FIGURE 30. Robert Arneson, Typewriter. Artists taking over a 
craft medium emphasize the continuity of their work with that being 
done in more conventional media. This work reflects the concerns of 
Pop Art sculpture. Ceramic, 6-1/8  X  11-3/8 X  12-1/2 inches, 1965; 
collection of the University Art Museum, University o f California, 
Berkeley; gift o f the artist.

My recent a r t  w o r k s  i n  p o r c e l a i n , g l a z e d  i n  a l l  t h e  c o o l 

n e s s  o f  c e l a d o n , are like a 9th Century southern Chinese 
Sung Dynasty potter explaining the t r u t h  of art, non-art, 
not-art and their significance in a precious and free sense way 
with added footnotes and trivia culled from folks like Steve 
Kaltenfront, the Duncan Mold Company, and my own astro
logical signs for a Virgo artist who thought his Scorpio was 
rising until his astro flashed the truth from the depths of the 
station. But that was long after the fires went out and the kilns 
had cooled, so I figured in light of the evidence presented, and
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FIGURE 31. Robert Arneson, A Tremendous Teapot. Artists can 
make works socially as well as technically nonfunctional. This tea
pot can be used to pour tea, but not for everyone. Lustered earthen
ware, 8 inches tall with base, 1969. (Photograph courtesy of the 
Hansen Fuller Goldeen Gallery.)

d e p e n d i n g  o n  w h e r e  y o u  s to o d ,  t h a t  it a l l  d i d n ' t  s e e m  to  m a k e  
to o  m u c h  d i f f e r e n c e  a n y w a y —j u s t  a  lo t  o l  w o r k  in  w h i t e  m u d  
c a l l in g  i t se l f  a r t .  ( Q u o t e d  in  S l iv k a ,  1971, p. 42)

Arneson ridicules the idea of art and  conventional artists ' 
explanations of their work in a way now com m on am ong 
“advanced"  artists. He is not the only one. Roger Lang ex
plained his scu lp ture  of a piece of pie on a plate similarly:

Pie  w a s  i n t e r e s t i n g  to  m e  first o f  all a s  f o o d —th e n  I f o u n d  
s o m e  t r i a n g u l a r  a s s o c i a t i o n s ,  g e o d e s ic ,  m a t h e m a t i c a l ,  s e x u a l ,
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using a pie wedge as a basis for plate decorations. Later, high 
in the sky, chicken pot pie, apple pie, cherry pie, and pie-eye 
thoughts pushed me into 3-dimensional usages. Fruit Pie is, 
after all, a very American food. Gradually, things accumu
lated and I came to think of pic as a vehicle for associations, 
things that come along for nothing, free. In addition, there are 
the visual changes which I impose, and I haven't even begun 
explorations of one-crust pies yet. Taking everything into ac
count, pie is very rich. (Quoted in Slivka, 1971, p. 43)

Similar examples, visual and  verbal, could be collected 
for weaving, glassblowing, furniture  making, and  clothing 
design.

I have spoken of artists invading and  taking over a craft 
world, bringing new s tandards , criteria, and  styles to an  ac 
tivity previously dom inated  by c ra ftsm en  and  artis t-crafts
men. All the conventional crafts have an ap p ara tu s  of exhi
bitions and  shows, usually held in specialized craft galleries 
and sm aller m useum s (the biggest annual ceram ics show is 
held in the Everson M useum in Syracuse, New York) or in 
out-of-the-way corners  of m ore im portan t m useum s. Artist- 
c raftsm en  usually busy themselves fighting for m ore  exhibi
tion space in be tter  m useum s for their  craft and  rejoice w hen 
“one of ours" m akes it into a m ore  prestigious space (see 
C hristopherson, 1974a). M useum s tend to be especially sen 
sitive to ideological and aesthetic  fashions. This som etim es 
results in the invaders  being invited to serve on the juries  of 
craft shows. They pick work that ranks high by their s tan 
dards  and ignore work done by the old s tandards. Soon the 
new, artistically oriented works are being shown, w inning 
prizes, being written up  in the magazines, pe rhaps  even be
ing sold. (Sales depend  on the degree to which the new style 
of work muscles in on the already established craft m arket, 
as opposed  to simply creating a new  m arket or siphoning off 
som e of the m oney  that might have gone to o ther form s of 
advanced  art.) The older c raftsm en  becom e enraged  and  
often are h u r t  economically. They lose teaching positions to 
the newcom ers, so that a whole new generation of s tuden ts  
and potential consum ers  adopts  the m ovem ent 's  s tandards  
as bo th  p roducers  and  purchasers  of work.

In part, then, one g roup—the new artists—simply replaces
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the older group of artis t-craftsm en. As tha t happens, a great 
deal of conflict occurs. The craftsm en  feel that a bunch of 
incom peten t savages is taking over w hat they have no right 
to. The artists feel that they are getting rid of som e fuddy- 
duddies w ho s tand  in the  way of artistic progress. A pair of 
quo ta tions  from Craft Horizons  illustrates the emotional 
tone and  ideological content of the polemic. In  1960, Mary 
Buskirk, a well-known traditional weaver, said:

Too many times an object overshadows the pur pose for which 
it is designed. Draperies, for instance, which are to serve as a 
background, should be just that—a backdrop to pull together 
all the objects in the room. As for rugs, they should invite you 
to step on them. Too often you find people walking around a 
rug and, when this happens, it is safe to say that design and 
function have gone out of focus. This doesn't mean you can’t 
use color and pattern, but it does mean you should use those 
elements to create something which is inviting to step on. 
(Quoted in Halverstadt, 1960, p. 10)

Ten years later, Virginia Hoffman, representing the artist 
group, spoke to the question, “W hen Will Weaving Be an Art 
Form ?" and  m ade  clear the kind of conceptual t ran sfo rm a
tion which occurs as the new group  takes over, as well as the 
degree to w hich  one such m ovem ent m ay serve as the model 
for others:

The controversy regarding the status of weaving as an art 
form, efforts to justify its placement among the hallowed 
media, labels such as stitchery, applique, macrame, woven, 
nonwoven, unwoven, loom-free, built-in loom, ad infinitum, 
may indicate that a transition in thinking has not occurred.
. . .  one hears echoes of the past, as when the ceramists were 
searching for a raison d'etre for nonfunctional po ts . . . .

If one accepts the lack of need for minute classification of 
media and processes, how' may one refer to different ways of 
causing concepts to materialize? Ron Goodman's “Genesis" 
in “Young Americans 69" pointed to the obvious nomencla
ture: soft sculpture. Such a large category could logically 
include any three-dimensional form made by flexible joinings, 
fibrous materials, modules with no fixed beginning or end, 
soft materials made hard and vice versa, strength through 
tension, counterbalancing, spacing, and forms created by use
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ol invisible forces such as weightlessness and gravity. One 
thinks of the metal tubing and cable structures of Kenneth 
Snelson, some works by Gabo, architectural structures such 
as the Sports Palace in Mexico City and Fuller’s Geodesic 
Domes, works by Eva Hesse, Alan Saret, Robert Morris, Alice 
Adams, and a growing group. (Hoffman, 1970, p. 19)

This s ta tem en t also illustrates the striving to change the 
s tanda rds  of the craft, even to change the name, and  to 
establish a continuity  with w ork  by serious artists in o ther 
fields.

But the change is not simply a m atte r  of one group re 
placing ano ther. Artists do not replace craftsm en completely, 
for the  craf tsm en  continue to exist, produce, sell, m ake 
reputations, have careers, and  construct and  m aintain  a 
craft-oriented world. Instead, a new  and m ore  com plicated 
world com es into being, in which craft segments, artist- 
c raftsm en segments, and  art segm ents coexist. You can work 
solely in the confines of one such segm ent o r  orient your
self to som e com bination  of them ; most of the possibilities 
for orientations, m odes of action, and careers that existed in 
the craft world still exist, together with a variety of new 
com binations.

ART BECOMES CRAFT

As the years pass, these worlds settle dow n and begin to 
experience their own segm entations, differentiations, and 
splits. An already developed world com m only defined by 
insiders and  outsiders  alike as an  art world, com plete  with 
appropria te  ideologies, aesthetics, and  forms of social o rga
nization, often  (in ano ther  characteris tic  sequence) changes 
in the opposite  direction. The originally expressive art 
works and  styles becom e increasingly m ore organized, con
strained, and  ritualized; organizational form s subord ina te  
the  artist increasingly to partially or entirely ex traneous 
sources of control; and  the world and  its activities begin to 
resemble conventional c raft  worlds. In this sense, an  a rt  
tu rns  into a craft. The process takes two forms. One leads to 
w ha t is usually called “academ ic" art, the o ther  to w hat is 
usually called “com m erc ia l’' art.

i
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Academ ic Art
Academicism consists of an increasing concern  with how 

things are done, with the skill the artist or pe rfo rm er exhibits, 
as opposed  to what is done, the ideas and em otions the works 
em body  and  express. Since all arts  require  some su b 
stantial m easu re  of skill, academ ic  art is clearly an in te rm e
diate and  am biguous  case of a tendency tha t em erges full
blown in com m ercial art. Most partic ipants  in any art world 
d o n ’t w orry  abou t being expressive or creative; they are 
con ten t to w ork within conventionalized formats. But they, 
and those  w ho  support  their art world as pa trons o r  cus
tomers, generally orient them selves to expressiveness and 
creativity as the valuable com ponen ts  of art works.

We can speak  of academ ic  art as a rt  p roduced  in a world in 
w hich  artists and  o thers  shift their concern  from  expres
siveness and  creativity to virtuosity. That concern, para l
leling the craft concern  with skill, is a step away from the 
s tan d a rd s  conventionally  accepted  as developing out of the 
history of an  a r t  and tow ard the s tanda rds  characteristic  
of crafts, but it is only a step, not the full trip, for the util
ities tow ard  which the work is pointed are still those of the 
art w orld—appreciation, collection, and  display. Sixteenth- 
century  engraving exemplifies the developm ent of such 
academ icism :

Thus, in engraving there were performers who made great 
specialties of the rendering of glass and shiny metal, of silks 
and furs, and of foliage and whiskers. It is impossible to think 
that even so great an artist as Diirer was not tainted by this 
sort of virtuosity. The virtuoso engravers chose the pictures 
they were to make or reproduce not for their merit but as 
vehicles for the exhibition of their particular skills. The laying 
of lines, swelling and diminishing, the creation of webs of 
crossed lines, of lozenges with little flicks and dots in their 
middles, the making of prints in lines that all ran parallel or 
around and around—one engraver made a great reputation by 
the way he rendered the fur of a pussy cat, and another made 
a famous head of Christ that contained but one line, which 
beginning at the point of the nose, ran around and around 
itself until it finally got lost in the outer margin—stunts such as 
these became for these exhibitionists not a way of saying 
something of interest or importance but a method of pos-
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luring in public. Naturally the great show men became 
the models of the less gifted but equally stupid routine per
formers, for all these trick performances contained far more 
of laborious method than of eyesight or of draughtsman
ship. (Ivins, 1953, pp. 69-70)

Classical ballet and  the virtuoso playing of concert in s tru 
m entalists  also furnish examples: for long periods, criti
cism in both dealt largely with w hether any m istakes had been 
m ade, w hether  the perfo rm er had been faster or surer than  
others, and  o th e r  craft concerns.

The conventional style which m arks  the turn ing  of art into 
craft is precisely w hat “academ ic  a r t” m eans (Pevsner, 1940). 
That it is academ ic  does not m ean  tha t  it cannot be beautiful 
or effective, b u t  effectiveness and  beauty  becom e h a rd e r  to 
achieve because  there  are so m any  rules of good p rocedure  
and  form to follow. Every high art shows exam ples of the 
tendency. In certain  periods poets m ust know a great variety 
of forms, m any  of them  as dem and ing  or constra in ing  as the 
sonnet, ju s t  as com posers  have som etim es had  to know  and 
use such c o n s t r a i n i n g  f o r m s  as the fugue and  c a n o n .  A t  the 
extreme, there  is a right way to do everything: to d raw  a tree, 
to harm onize  a them e, to portray  Lear. The sub jec t becom es 
m ore  and  m ore  the skill and craft of the artist, w hatever the 
w ork is ostensibly about. Such work appeals only to serious 
audience m em bers, w ho unders tand  the conventions, rules, 
and skills almost as well as does the artist.

Innovations are quickly assimilated into the conventional 
vocabulary  and  becom e the basis for lay criticism and  co m 
plaint, even directed against these who pioneered the inno
vations. Stravinsky suffered from just this when he p re
miered his comic opera  Mavra. It used  m uch  sim pler musical 
language than  the earlier ballets—Petrushka  and  Rite o f  
Spring—which had  m ade  him famous. According to his son, 
who witnessed the  prem iere  of M avra :

The modest and intimate character of Mavra, together with its 
melodic idiom, which is related both to gypsy songs and to 
Italian bel canto, was bound to upset a public which over a 
period of years had become accustomed to look on Stravinsky
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as a rebel; it could not, and would not, expect each work to be 
other than “sensational/’ Such a public was bound to lcel 
frustrated, and to look on Stravinsky as having failed his duty. 
The disappointment was great; and the most annoying part of 
it was that Mavra contained absolutely nothing to justify such 
an uproar. (Quoted in White 1966, pp. 59-60)

The Am erican pho tog rapher  E dw ard  W eston suffered 
from similar com plain ts  tha t he had failed to m eet his own 
com positional and technical s tandards , as em bodied  in his 
earlier photographs. Those who adm ired  his still lifes and 
landscapes  were scandalized when he produced  a series of 
b itter and  unusual p ictures during  World W ar II, typified by 
“Civilian Defense," an image of a nude  w om an lying on a 
sofa w earing  a gas mask. He wrote to a friend who had 
com plained  abou t these  pictures:

Your reaction follows a pattern which I should be used to by 
now. Every time that I change subject matter, or viewpoint, a 
howl goes up from some Weston fans. An example: in the 
E. W. [Weyhe] book is a reproduction of “Shell and Rock 
—Arrangement '; my closest friend, Rarniel, never forgave me 
for putting it in the book because it was “not a Weston/' 
Another example: when I sent some of my then new shell and 
vegetable photographs to Mexico, Diego Rivera asked if “Ed
ward was sick.’’ And finally (I could go on for pages) when 
I turned from shells, peppers, rocks—so called abstract 
forms—Merle Armitage called my new direction the “hearts & 
flowers” series.

So 1 am not exactly surprised to have you condemn . . .  
work which will go down in history. (Quoted in Maddow, 1973, 
p. 269)

Commercial Art
S ubord ina tion  to the requ irem en ts  of audiences and  e m 

ployers occurs  in a m ore coercive and  com plete  way in 
com m ercialized arts  (see Becker, 1963, pp. 79-119; Griff, 
1960; Sanders , 1974; Lyon, 1975). The em ployer chooses a 
use, just as in craft worlds, and  the artist uses his virtuoso 
skill to m eet the em p loyer’s requirem ents. An artist who has 
m ore  interest in the display of virtuosity than  in the expres
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sion of personal ideas or em otions is m ore  open to sugges
tion, influence, or coercion and  m ore  p repared  to take on any 
of a  variety of assignm ents  proposed  by others. The craft 
interest in utility appears  in a som ew hat different form, as 
the artist begins to pride himself on  being able to do w h a t
ever he m ight be asked to do. Thus a com m ercial ac to r  m ight 
be p roud  of his ability to play a variety of roles—people of 
different ages, classes, nationalities, and  charac te r  types. A 
m usician m ight be p roud  of his ability to play a great variety 
of kinds of music, from ethnic specialties like the polka to 
jazz, sym phonic, and  avant-garde music and  perhaps  even 
music from  cultures using unfam iliar instrum ents . These 
highly developed skills m ake such artists attractive to a va
riety of employers, w ho find those varied abilities useful.

Artists w ho m aste r  such technical skills usually begin to 
think, talk, and  act like craftsm en. Proud of their virtuosity 
and control, m uch  m ore  than  of the con ten t of the a rt  they 
happen  to be producing, they boast of their ability to handle  
w hatever com es up. The m usicians w ho record sound tracks 
for films and  television p rogram s epitomize this a ttitude  
tow ard  artistic work (Faulkner, 1971). The work is well paid 
and  requires great skill. Most of w hat these m usicians plav is 
very simple. But they m ust be p repared  to play trem endously  
difficult m aterial at a m om en t 's  notice. Faulkner quotes  a 
cellist:

Ninety-eight per cent of the time is just simple and dull. But 
one or two per c e n t . . .  it's demanding and you have to do 
it . . .  Now tomorrow at 9:00 I have a call 1 don’t have the 
vaguest idea who I'm working for, or what it is, how big the 
orchestra is, or who else is with me in the section. It may be X,
Y or Z studio . . ,  9:00. Now a cue might come up from a cello 
concerto, which if Leonard Rose or Pablo Casals had for a 
goddam concert, they'd have to study it for two months. And 
we have to knock it off . . .  just like that on the spot—two runs 
and then a take.. . .  That’s why they're paying me more, and 
that’s why you are known as a soloist in the business; that's 
why you’re in demand. And we better do it. So those kinds, 
like I say, two per cent of the time . . .  you get ’e m . . . .  Those 
moments are rare, just here and there . . .  a couple of weeks
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that you have to use everv bit of talent and tricks and what-*• «r

ever learning from past experience has taught you. (Faulkner, 
1971, p . 120)

Not only is the m usic  these men have to play difficult, but 
they have to play it u nder  the most trying conditions—w ith
out benefit of prior study, accord ing  to a rigid rhy thm  al
ready recorded on a previous sound track, and with no more 
than  two run-th roughs  before they m ake  the final recording, 
all because of econom ic pressures. The m usicians w ho  play 
and  record  these scores have great technical com petence. 
They know it and  feel a great pride. Fau lkner quotes  one 
“e lder s ta tesm an" : "1 believe it is necessary to play c o m 
mercial music, no m a tte r  how poor, no m a tte r  how poorly 
written, or how poorly starved a film score is for good ideas, 
I feel that for my ow n private pride of perform ance, it d e 
serves the best I can  give it. I never com prom ise  on th a t” 
(Faulkner, 1971, p. 129). A few m usicians bragged abou t their
versatility:%/

Many reed players don’t bend, they’re not flexible. Some don’t 
even get the right sound in the studio or they refuse to play 
different. So [a composer] wants a light, French sound on the 
oboe for example, and [another composer] prefers a dark, 
flat German sound and you have to bend, to be able to play 
them all___

I doubt whether symphony players or other guys really have 
all the things down, all the experience that comes with know
ing every style, of having gone through the mill.. . .  I have to 
be funny, be a clown, be serious, play jazz, there's all types of 
music and all types of challenges. You have to improvise, the 
composer will even tell you to do anything you w an t. . . .

You’re pounding on high notes like we were last week for a 
couple of hours and all your blood has gone out of your lips 
and then they have you turn right around and play something 
soft and delicate, in the upper register, or play a little jazz, or a 
bugle call with finesse. Not many can make it come o n . . . .  
(Faulkner, 1971, p. 140)
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FIGURE 32. Two stages in the development of American art 
photography, (a) Gertrude Kasebier, untitled photograph. Members 
of the Photo-Secession, around the turn of the century, made 
romantic, painterly photographs. Undated, gum print. (Courtesy of 
the Art Institute of Chicago.) (b) Robert Frank, Covered Car, Long 
Beach, California. Robert Frank's work returned, in some ways, to 
the painterly and symbolist concerns of an earlier era, although it 
used a more modern language and subject matter. These photo
graphs illustrate a continuing process of solidifying technical stan
dards and rebellion against them. Undated, black and white photo
graph. (From The Americans, 1959; courtesy of the Art Institute of 
Chicago.)
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People usually refer to this m ode of working in the visual 
arts, music, or thea te r  as “com m erc ia l / '  Commercial arts  use 
m ore o r  less the sam e skills and  materials as line arts  but 
deliberately put them  to uses no one regards as artistic, uses 
which find their m eaning  and  justification in a world o rga
nized around  som e activity o ther than  art. W hen visual artists 
m ake drawings for an  advertisem ent or an instruction m a n 
ual, they serve ends defined by business or industry, as do 
m usicians w hen they record the background  for a television 
jingle. Musicians w ork to serve ends defined by e thnic  cul
tures and  family display when they perform  at wedding 
celebrations. W orkers and consum ers  judge the p roduct by 
its utility as that is defined by som e world o ther than  the art 
world, in relation to som e o ther form of collective action 
th an  that defined by the art world. Art academ ies (Pevsner, 
1940) teach the range of techniques necessary to be able to do 
tha t well.

Of course, whole art worlds do not turn  to a craft o r ien ta 
tion in this way. Instead, they gradually spin off a segm ent 
com posed of people who devote themselves primarily to 
craft-com m ercial activities. Because these people are skilled 
craftsm en, they can  (and often do) also devote them selves to 
creating fine art on occasion. The players Faulkner in ter
viewed furnish personnel for avant-garde concerts and  jazz 
groups in Los Angeles when they are not recording.

Revolt
As an art becom es conventionalized, s tan d a rd s  becom e 

m ore  and  m ore  rigorous. Most artists accept that rigor, sa t
isfied with the expressive possibilities of conventionally ac 
ceptable  forms. They are in tegrated professionals, analogous 
to the scientists w ho  produce  “norm al science" in nonrevo
lutionary periods (Kuhn, 1962). But o thers  find the rigor 
constrain ing and  oppressive. They feel that, to dem onstra te  
their com petence, they have to spend so m uch  time acqu ir
ing the conventional w isdom  and  skills that they can never 
get to the  production  of the art which interests them. They 
som etim es also feel tha t they will never be able to ou td is
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tance the traditional knowledge and  technique of those now 
acclaimed.

In addition, they find that every innovation they m ake 
provokes the criticism that it fails to meet cu rren t s tandards  
of com petence . Artists who give no evidence of knowing any 
of the right ways of doing things are thought by critics, 
audiences, and  o ther artists to be bunglers and  incom pe
tents, even though they deviate from  s tandard  forms delib
erately. The tyranny of such p roper  models of artistic work 
can be found in every field. Pho tographers  who experim ent 
with such ou tm oded  devices as a soft-focus lens m ay be 
berated  for their ap p a ren t  inability to get a p icture in focus. 
Many dance  an d  ja/.z m usicians found the Beatles incom pe
tent because of their ap p a ren t  inability to com pose and  play 
songs in the strict form s of con tem porary  popu la r  song, the 
eight-bar sections to which such musicians were accus
tom ed; it did not occur to them  tha t com posers  like Lennon 
and McCartney were creating nine-bar phrases  deliberately. 
(This is a particularly  painful exam ple for me, since I was one 
of the  reactionaries who objec ted  to the Beaties' inability to 
count to eight.)

Critics, patrons, and  artists who find the constra in ts  of 
convention intolerable fight back using a variety of invidious 
descriptive phrases. They call work which accepts  the con
stra in ts  “academ ic" or speak of “m ere" technical virtuosity 
or “m ere" craft.

So the end  point of the sequence  in which an art tu rns  into 
a  craft consists of younger, newer, rebellious artists refusing 
to play the old gam e and breaking out of its confines. They 
propose  a new game, with different goals, played by different 
rules, in which the old knowledge and techniques are irrele
vant and  superfluous, no help at all in doing w hat is to be 
done in the new enterprise. They produce  o r  discover new 
exemplars, new great w orks tha t  furnish a new  s tanda rd  of 
beau ty  and excellence, works which require a different set of 
skills and  a different kind of vision. In short, they m ake a 
revolution, of the kind discussed earlier in this chapter.

Photography  has gone th rough  m any such revolutions in
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its short history (see Corn, 1972; Newhall, 1964; Taft, 1938). At 
one time the object was to m ake sharp, c lear renditions of 
w hatever  was there  to be pho tographed  and  docum ented ; 
pe rhaps  at tha t point pho tography  was a craft w hose end 
was to serve the purposes  of those w ho needed  inform ation  
in pictorial form. Later on, m ore  artistically oriented pho tog
raphers  m ade  rom antic, painterly pho tographs; E dw ard  
Steichen, in the early p a r t  of his career, Alvin Coburn, and 
Clarence White took this tack. They were replaced by the f64 
group, who insisted on a s tandard  of sharp  focus and  clear 
light, who were replaced  in turn  by a variety of pho tog
raphers , including Cartier-Bresson and  Robert Frank, con
cerned with cap turing  m om en ts  of real life. But Frank 's  n o 
tion of real life was m ore symbolic than  m ost and  in som e 
ways m ight even be seen as a re tu rn  to  the painterly concerns  
of the  early Tonalists (see figure 32). The gam e of solidify
ing technical s tanda rds  and  rebelling against them  goes oh 
endlessly.

In  discussing the oscillation between the solidification of 
s tan d a rd s  an d  the developm ent of new approaches, I do not 
in tend to present a picture of lonely, inventive geniuses 
fighting against sm ug artistic estab lishm ents  (a lthough that 
happens, too). The shift from art to craft and  back is not 
carried out by individuals acting independently ; such shifts 
are successful only insofar as they involve enough people to 
take  over an established a rt  world o r  to create  a new' one. 
Most of the  people involved in such transform ations  expe
rience them  as a choice am ong  alternative institutional a r 
rangem ents  and  working com pan ions  ra ther  than  as an in
ventive and  creative leap.

SOM E FINAL THOUGHTS

Most con tem porary  high art p robably  s ta r ted  out as som e 
kind of craft (see Baxandall, 1972; Harris, 1966; Martindale, 
1972). The com position and  perfo rm ance  of E u ropean  art 
music s ta r ted  as an  activity subservient e ither to the  re 
qu irem en ts  of the church  (as in the com position and  pe rfo r
m ance  of the Mass and  plainsong), or to the desires of a royal
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pa tron  and  his court for en te rta inm en t and  m usic  for d a n c 
ing or of the o rd inary  m em bers  of a com m unity  for some 
kind of en te r ta inm ent.  All the fine arts  we now enjoy m ay 
have begun in just this way, going through som e such  change 
as I have described  in the case of weaving and ceramics.

In this sequence  of changes, as in those considered p re
viously and  those to be taken up in the next chapter, change 
in itself counts  for very little. W hat m akes the changes im 
p o r ta n t—for artists, for audiences, for support personnel, 
and for analysts o f  the a r ts—is the way they involve, generate, 
and  in tu rn  d epend  on changes in organization. When all 
these kinds of people change the conventional basis on 
w hich  they interact, then a real and  lasting change occurs in 
the m ed ium  and  in the world it is p roduced  in.



lO Change in Art Worlds

The early parts  of this book em phasized  the w ay the activ
ities of an  a rt  world fit together, focusing on the way people 
coopera te  to p roduce  an  a rt  w orld ’s characteristic  products. 
The discussion of m avericks pointed out the ability of art 
w orlds to repel change, to keep people w hose innovative 
ideas would force art world partic ipants  to devise new forms 
of conventional practice on the outside where they could not 
m ake  trouble. That m ay have suggested to som e readers  that 
I in tended  som e conception of a system in equilibrium, 
which does not change  or autom atically  reacts  to external 
changes so as to minimize change within.

I do  not w an t to suggest tha t  a t all. Art worlds change 
continuously—som etim es gradually, som etim es quite  d ra 
matically. New worlds com e into existence, old ones d isap 
pear. No a i l  world can pro tect itself fully or for long against 
all the im pulses for change, w hether  they arise from external 
sources or in ternal tensions.

But I do w ant to insist on the crucial im portance  of o r 
ganizational developm ent to artistic change. Artistic m av 
ericks show w hat happens  to innovators  who fail to develop 
an ad eq u a te  organizational support  system. They can  m ake

3 0 0
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art, but they do not a ttract audiences o r  disciples, and found 
no schools or traditions. If they find a place in the history of 
the ir  m edium  (and most do not), it is in a footnote ra ther  
th an  a chap te r  heading. Most history deals with winners. 
The history of art deals with innovators and innovations thatV*

won organizational victories, succeeding  in creating around  
themselves the ap p ara tu s  of an art world, mobilizing enough 
people to coopera te  in regular ways that susta ined  and 
fu r thered  their  idea. Only changes that succeed in c a p tu r 
ing existing cooperative netw orks or developing new ones 
survive.

The analysis in this ch ap te r  considers artistic change from 
this point of view, seeing how art worlds change and  how 
they are  born and  die. It looks especially for how changes 
find an organizational base and thus last. Keep in m ind  that 
lasting is the m a jo r  criterion by which people recognize great 
art. The connection between repu ta tion  (in this case, for 
greatness) and  organization will concern  us in the next and  
final chapter.

CONTINUOUS AND REVOLUTIONARY CHANGE

The art  works art worlds produce, the cooperative activity 
th rough  which they are  produced, and the conventions by 
which people coordinate  their cooperation all change m ore  
o r  less continuously. If for no o ther reason, practices and 
p roduc ts  change  because  no one can  do anyth ing  exactly the 
sam e way twice, because m aterials  and surroundings arc 
never  exactly the sam e and  because the people you cooper
ate with do things differently.

Artists, and  ideologists of art, often insist that such 
un iqueness  is one of the im portan t features of art works, 
which, expressing the artist 's  thought and  m ood exactly, nec
essarily vary. They m ean thus to indicate how art works dif
fer from the  work of nonartists, industrial workers, workers 
in the crafts, and  folk artists, all of w hom  (so the a rgum ent 
goes) p roduce  the sam e  object or pe rfo rm ance  over and over 
w ith no discernible change. But the works p roduced  by all 
these people vary too; the difference is tha t  no one cares
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abou t the  variations in w hat they produce, only abou t the s im 
ilarities. The differences and  changes go unrem arked . If the 
objects  industrial workers p roduced  really were all alike, 
factories w ould  not need quality control, nor would some a u 
tom obiles be “lem ons" while o thers  opera te  as advertised. 
Similarly, careful s tuden ts  of the crafts  and  folk arts have no 
trouble  distinguishing different versions of the sam e object, 
e ither m ad e  by the sam e m aker  or by o thers  w orking in the 
sam e tradition (Glassie, 1972, gives som e examples). Log 
cabin quilts look alike only if you d o n ’t look closely.

In the sam e way, we m ay attend  to or ignore the differ
ences betw een similar art works, "we" including audiences, 
critics, historians, and  the person m aking the work. Differ
ences tha t  m ight provide the basis for som e m a jo r  innova
tion can  go un rem arked  or, if they are noticed, be in te r
p re ted  as mistakes, slips, things to be cleaned up in a final 
version, o r  ran d o m  variations tha t  m ake  no difference. K. O. 
N ew m an (1943)* describes how he a t tended  every perfo r
m ance  of a London play in which a friend was acting and 
his reactions to seeing it som e eighty consecutive times. At 
first, like any casual theatergoer, he was incredibly bored. As 
time went on, however, he found that no two perfo rm ances  
were alike. Som etim es the actors were “u p ” and the pe rfo r
m ance  m ore  exciting; som etim es they m ade  mistakes which 
altered the sense and feeling of the play; som etim es they 
altered  their in terpre ta tion  on the spu r  of the m om ent, with 
varying success. W hen the plav finally closed, he was sorry to 
leave the adven tu re  of discovering the play anew  every night.

Like N ewm an, at first people ignore most of the changes, 
in tentional or otherwise, which occur in the doing and  redo 
ing of a rt  works. If a d ance r  learning a new dance slips or 
stum bles, the choreographer  will p robably  go over the se
quence  again until the roughness  has been eliminated. Ig
noring the  changes does not m ean  tha t  they do not persist. 
Language changes alm ost entirely through the accum ulation  
of a series of small, un rem arked  changes in pronuncia tion  
and usage. No one consciously decides tha t from now on we

* Philip Ennis  called this book to  m y attention .
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will all d rop  the terminal g s  of gerunds, or speak of the 
results  of an action as “ the bottom  line." Instead, a few 
people experim ent with the change, o thers imitate, those 
changes lead to o ther  new pronunciations and  cliches, and 
after awhile the language is noticeably different, through a 
series of a lm ost im perceptib le  shifts for which the m etaphor  
of “drift" is entirely appropria te .

Som e drift is m ore  conscious than  this m akes it sound. If 
we think of an  artistic tradition as a connected  series of 
solutions to a com m only  defined problem  (Kubler, 1962), wc 
can see that the solutions and the  problem  they are m ean t to 
solve can  change in this g radual way. Each consciously 
sought solution alters the problem  som ew hat, if only by al
tering the range of possible solutions to p rob lem s of that 
kind. After a while, bo th  p rob lem s and  solutions have 
changed  substantially, though people involved in the process 
would probably  think of these m ovem ents  as logical devel
opm en ts  in the tradition. Practice and  artistic result change, 
but no one th inks anyth ing  special has happened . A chore
ographer, seeing a d ance r  s tum ble , might decide to enlarge 
the dance  vocabulary  by including stum bles  as one of the 
expressive m ovem ents  dancers  can do (Paul Taylor and 
o thers  since him have done ju s t  that). Such changes, at first 
quite  surpris ing to perform ers  and  audiences alike, soon find 
a place in conventional practice. R osenblum  and Karen 
(1979) describe similar connected  scries of changes in tech 
niques of film editing.

Leonard  Meyer (1956, p. 66) gives a nice exam ple  of drift in 
his descrip tion of the use of vibrato by string ins trum ent 
players. At one tim e string players used no vibrato, in tro
ducing  it on ra re  occasions as a deviation from convention, 
which heightened  tension and  crea ted  em otional response 
by virtue of its rarity. S tring players who w an ted  that e m o 
tional response began using vibrato  more and  m ore  often, 
until the best way to excite the em otional response it had 
once p roduced  was to play w ithout vibrato, a device Bartok 
and o ther com posers  exploited. Meyer describes the process 
by which deviations from  convention  becom e accep ted  co n 
ventions in their ow n right as a com m on  one.
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Art worlds do not define drift as change because it does not 
require  any troublesom e reorganization of their  cooperative 
activities. No one is inconvenienced because  som eone else 
insists on doing things differently. No support  personnel 
have  to p roduce  a new kind of material or perform  in a 
wholly new  and  uncom fortab le  way. No audience has to 
pay more, to stay longer, or to exert itself in an unaccus
tom ed  way to enjoy the work. No one loses rank  in a system 
of esteem  or power; no one 's  livelihood is th reatened . The 
people w ho coopera te  to p roduce  w ork will continue to do 
so, even though the work they produce  is different.

O ther innovations require  some partic ipants  to learn and  
do different things, inconveniencing them  and  threatening  
their  interests. M em bers of som e art  world segments, having 
insulated themselves from these drifts  and  m inor changes, 
m ay fall behind  cu rren t  practice and suddenly  find that they 
canno t do w hat is requ ired  of partic ipants  like them. Musi
cians find that they canno t easily execute parts  younger 
players routinely play. When large segm ents of an  art world 
get out of s tep  in this way, som e realignm ent of pa tte rns  of 
cooperative activity will take place. Change of this kind is 
usually viewed by everyone (except pe rhaps  those who have 
fallen behind) as no rm al and  to be expected.

O ther innovations d isrupt routine  pa tte rns  of cooperation, 
involving what, with som e stre tching  of T hom as K u h n ’s 
(1962) usage, could be called a “revolution.’’ People can  no 
longer coopera te  with o thers  in the accustom ed  way, and  
canno t p roduce  as usual the kind of works they know how 
to make. Revolutionary innovations, involving deliberate 
changes in the conventional language of the art, inevitably 
change who can  act together to do what. Art world partici
pan ts  und e rs tan d  tha t  the changes are in tended  to be m ajor, 
and  to affect cooperative networks, as they do. In this, revo
lutions differ from the gradual shifts in interest, attention, 
and convention jus t  discussed. They attack, ideologically 
and  organizationally, the s tan d a rd  activities of tha t art world 
at tha t  time. The ideological a ttack  takes the form of m an i
festos, critical essays, aesthetic  and  philosophical re fo rm u 
lations, and  a revisionist history of the m edium , denouncing
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old idols and  exem plars  and  celebrating new work as the 
em bod im en t ol universal aesthetic  values. The organ iza
tional a ttack  aim s to take over sources of support,  audiences, 
and  distribution facilities.

Artistic revolutions m ake m ajo r  changes in the charac te r  
of the w orks p roduced  and in the conventions used to p ro 
duce them . Thus, impressionists and  cubists  changed the 
existing visual language, the w ay one put pa in t on canvas so 
tha t  it could be read as a representation  of something. 
Schoenberg , Berg, and  W ebern  fundam entally  changed the 
logic of relationships betw een musical tones when they in
troduced  the twelve-tone system of composition. W hat is 
fundam en ta l  depends  on w hat the a ttacked art world can 
accept and  incorporate. Cubism and  serial com position were 
fundam en ta l  changes because  they requ ired  people to do 
w hat none of them knew  how to do, so tha t they could not 
perform  their  parts  in the collective action w ithout su b s tan 
tial efforts to learn new m ateria ls  an d  ways of doing things. 
Audiences had  to learn to respond  to unfam iliar  languages 
and  to experience them  aesthetically.

Every convention  implies an aesthetic  which m akes what 
is conventional the s tan d a rd  of artistic beau ty  and  effective
ness. A play which violates the classical unities is not just 
different. To those for w hom  the classical unities represen t a 
fixed criterion of d ram atic  worth, it is distasteful, barbaric , 
and ugly. An a ttack  on a convention  attacks the aesthetic 
related to it. Since people experience their aesthetic  beliefs as 
natural, proper, and  moral, an a ttack  on  a convention and its 
aesthetic  also a ttacks  a morality. The regularity with which 
audiences greet m a jo r  changes in d ram atic , musical, and 
visual conventions with vituperative hostility indicates the 
close relation between aesthetic  and  m oral beliefs (Kubler,
1962).

An attack  on aesthetic  beliefs as em bodied  in particu lar 
conventions is, finally, an a ttack  on an existing system of 
stratification. H ughes (n.d.) argues, following William G. 
S um ner  (1906), that folkways and  m ores  create  status. Sects 
—religious, political, or artistic—are at w ar with the mores. 
An attack on the m ores (for which, in this case, read con
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ventions) is thus  an a ttack  on social s truc tu re  (for which 
read  the organization of an  art world), and sects or innova
tors in art worlds are  at w a r  with the systems of rank  curren t 
in the  w orlds whose conventions they a ttack  and  a t tem p t  to 
replace.

R em em ber that the conventional way of doing things in 
any art utilizes an  existing cooperative network, which re 
w ards  those w ho m anipu la te  the existing conventions ap 
propriately in light of the associated aesthetic. Suppose  
tha t  a dance  w orld  is organized a round  the conventions and  
skills em bodied  in classical ballet. By learning those con
ventions and  skills, I becom e eligible for positions in the  best 
ballet com panies; the finest choreographers  will create  ba l
lets for me, just the kind 1 know how to dance and  will look 
good in; the best com posers  will write scores for me; theaters  
will be available; 1 will earn  as good a living as a dancer  can 
earn ; audiences will love me; and  I will be fam ous. Anyone 
w ho successfully p rom otes  a new convention requiring skills 
he has and  1 d o n ’t—stumbling, for instance—not only a ttacks  
my aesthetic  but also endangers  my position in the world of 
dance. I resist the new both  because  1 find it aesthetically 
repellent and  thus  morally  ou trageous and  because  I s tand  to 
lose if it replaces the old.

Others besides the artist have som ething  invested in 
the s ta tus  quo  which they s tand  to lose th rough  a change 
in accepted  conventions. Consider an  earthw ork  sculp ture  
m ade  by a bulldozer in a square  mile of pasture. You canno t 
collect it (though a pa tron  might pay for its construction  and 
receive signed plans or pho tographs  as a do cu m en t of his 
patronage), or p u t  it in m u seu m s (though the m em en tos  the 
collector receives can  be dispkwed). Suppose  earthw orks 
becom e an im portan t art form. M useum  personnel, whose 
evaluations of m useum -collectable  art have had im portan t 
consequences  for the careers  of artists and  art m ovem ents, 
will lose the pow er to choose which works will be displayed. 
No one needs their m u seu m s to display such works. Every
one involved in m useum -collectable  art (collectors, m u 
seum  curators , galleries, dealers, and  artists) loses so m e
thing. Since every art world crea tes  value by the ag reem ent
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of its m em bers  as to w hat is valuable (Moulin, 1967; Le
vine, 1972; Christopherson, 1974a), w hen som eone success
fully creates a new world which defines the m astery  of o ther 
conventions as the m ark of artistic value, all the partici
pants  in the old world who canno t m ake  a place in the new 
one lose out.

Revolutions do not change every pattern  of convention- 
m ediated  cooperative activity. If they did, we would not call 
th em  revolutions but ra ther  would sec them as the develop
m ent of an entirely new art world. As with political revolu
tions, no m a tte r  how  m uch  changes, m uch  stays the sam e (as 
we saw in o u r  discussion of mavericks). Composers m ay use 
new sounds and  notations; m usicians m ay play their ins tru 
m ents  in unfam iliar  ways and use new  kinds of equipm ent. 
But com posers  still p roduce  scores which, however u n co n 
ventional, function  as parts  tha t the perform ers  read and  use 
to guide their perform ance; perfo rm ers  play in public events 
called concerts  or recitals, lasting a conventional two hours 
or so; audiences a ttend  at a specific time an d  sit quietly while 
the perfo rm ers  play, frequently  having bought tickets to the 
event as a result of learning abou t it through publicity and 
n ew spaper  stories. So com posers, perform ers, audiences, 
ticket sellers, ren ters  of halls, and  publicity people still coop
erate  to p roduce  these events, even though the na tu re  of the 
event has changed. We think of the changes as revolutions 
w hen one o r  m ore  im portan t  groups of partic ipants  find 
them selves displaced by the change, even though the rest 
rem ains  m uch  the same. Thus, earthw orks  create  a revolu
tion when they th rea ten  the position of curators  and  dealers, 
w ho  form erly had substantial control of the public dis
plays which legitimated artists and  their work. Earthw orks 
th rea ten  the critics and  audience m em bers  w ho do not alter 
their past  aesthetic  and  m ake  room  for the new  work in 
their  experience. But for partic ipants  who m ake the change 
and  thus  preserve their positions in the cooperative network, 
the change is no t so revolutionary a fter  all.

We canno t distinguish con tinuous from revolutionary 
change on the basis of the change itself. Changes in the 
tonalities used in musical com position or in the conventions
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of realistic represen ta tion  in visual a r t  are only revolutionary 
if the con tem porary  art world canno t absorb  them  without 
im portan t  m em b ers  losing their positions an d  prerequisites. 
Furtherm ore , a change m ay  be revolutionary for som e peo
ple involved in the existing system, bu t not for others. There 
is no simple way to sum  up all the changes and  decide tha t so 
m uch  change, but no less, is revolutionary. Nor is there  any 
good reason  to m ake  the distinction so clear-cut. W hat is 
im portan t  to und e rs tan d  is the process by which partic ipants  
ignore, absorb, o r  fight change, for those responses define the 
seriousness and  extent of the  change, which m ake  it a revo
lution or som ething less dram atic .

Revolutionary changes succeed when their originators m o 
bilize som e or all of the m em bers  of the relevant art world 
to coopera te  in the new  activities their vision of the m edium  
requires. W hen actors will perform  in new  ways (appear 
nude, for instance) for directors; when pianists will reach 
inside to pluck strings directly if a com poser directs them  to; 
w hen prin ters  and  publishers p roduce  books tha t  are longer 
or sho rte r  or set m ore  unconventionally  than  books used to 
be—w hen innovators  succeed in so mobilizing people, they 
have changed  the  term s of coopem tion  in tha t  art world. 
From  then on, com peten t partic ipants  m ust know and  be 
able to do, in addition to w hatever w as form erly required  
of them, w hat the innovation m akes conventional. If partici
pan ts  can sim ultaneously  forget some of w hat they used to 
know because  it will no longer be used, we m ight say tha t  the 
innovation  has  replaced the older forms. But the innovation 
is usually added  to w hat com peten t partic ipants  need to 
know and  do. W hen you learn to play the violin in a new way, 
because  your orchestra  is going to perform  a work by John  
Cage, tha t does not m ean  tha t you can  forget the techniques 
necessary for Bach, Mozart, or Copland. You will play their 
w orks during  the season as well.

Jus t  as some older partic ipants  fall so behind that, no 
longer knowing o r  able to do w hat is needed, they can no 
longer participate, some innovators  can leave the bulk of 
w ha t the conventional a rt  world  requires behind, specializ
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ing in w hat an innovation has m ade  possible. An art dealer 
might specialize in conceptual art, a pub lisher in avant-garde 
poetry, a p ianist in the pe rfo rm ance  of aleatory works. 
Partic ipants  can  only do this if enough o thers  join them  to 
support  the new activity. Dancers who specialize in co n tem 
porary  dance  m ay have only a four- to six-week season, 
co m p ared  with conventional dancers ' twenty to thirty 
weeks; the audience for con tem porary  dance  will not su p 
port m ore  perfo rm ances  than  that. Not every locale can 
su p p o r t  such specialization. An instrum entalis t  in New York 
o r  London can specialize in R enaissance and  baroque  music, 
bu t an  equally skilled player in K ansas  City, to m ake a living, 
will play every variety of classical music and  probably  
m oonlight in a dance  o rchestra  as well.

Innovators  who com m and  the cooperation  of everyone 
needed  for the activities the innovation requires have an art 
world at their  disposal, w he ther  they  take over existing in
stitutions, replacing the people who formerly m ade  use of 
them, share  the use of those facilities, or simply create  an 
entirely new  network. Rock-and-roll m usicians illustrate all 
these possibilities. They pushed  conventional dance  bands 
out of som e kinds of work, gaining an alm ost exclusive 
m onopoly  on teenage dances, got their share  of the popu lar  
record  business, and  created a new netw ork of pe rfo rm ance  
facilities in indoor and  ou tdoor rock concerts  and  rock- 
and-roll night clubs. While they use som e conventional in 
s trum ents , an entire industry  has  grown up to provide the 
new  ins trum en ts  and accessories they need. Most substantial 
changes in art worlds have this mixed character.

In short, changes in art occur through changes in worlds. 
Innovations last when partic ipan ts  m ake them  the basis of a 
new  m ode  of cooperation, or incorporate  a change into their 
ongoing cooperative activities. Changes can occur piecemeal 
and  peacefully, alm ost unnoticed, or occasion substantial 
conflict betw een those who stand to profit and  gain in public 
esteem  by the  change and those who will lose. Innovations 
begin as, and  continue  to incorporate, changes in an artistic 
vision or idea. But their success depends on the degree to
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which their p roponen ts  can mobilize the support of others. 
Ideas and  visions are im portant, but their success and  p e r
m anence  rest on organization, not on their intrinsic worth.

BIRTH AND DEATH

From  time to time new art worlds appear, grow, and 
prosper, eventually achieving sufficient stability tha t they 
can go th rough  some of the sequences of internal change we 
have already considered. An art world is born w hen it brings 
together people who never coopera ted  before to  p roduce  art 
based  on and  using conventions previously unknow n or not 
exploited in tha t  way. Similarly, an  art world dies w hen no 
one cooperates any longer in its characteristic  ways to p ro 
duce art based on and exploiting its characteristic  conven
tions. We cannot clearly separa te  new  art worlds from  those 
which have changed substantially  by virtue of an artistic 
revolution, nor can  we easily decide w hen an art world  has 
died, as opposed to being changed or taken  over by new 
people. We need not m ake these distinctions definitively, 
since ou r  interest is in the growth and  decay of form s of 
collective action ra th e r  than  in the developm ent of logical 
typologies. We will look for the m echanism s which help art 
worlds to opera te  and  whose d isappearance  in terferes with 
that operation.

We should not confuse innovation with the developm ent 
of an  art world. New worlds develop a round  innovations— 
technical, conceptual, o r  organizational changes—but m ost 
innovations do not p roduce  new  art worlds. We have seen 
how mavericks can create  interesting innovations which be
com e dead  ends  and  blind alleys, not because the innovation 
could not sustain continued experim entation  and  develop
m ent, but because  the innovator could not find sufficient 
num bers  of people to join in tha t developm ent. W hat might 
have been an a rt  world  rem ains an unexplored possibility. 
Most substantia l innovations which som eone has deliber
ately m ade, hoping to persuade others to join in their exploi
tation, share  tha t  fate. To unders tand  the birth of new art
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worlds, then, we need to understand , not the genesis of in
novations, bu t ra ther  the process of mobilizing people to join 
in a cooperative activity on a regular basis.

New art worlds grow up a round  som ething tha t has not 
been characteristic  practice for artists before. Since art 
worlds have m any  characteristic  m odes of practice, ranging 
from  conventions for m aking works to m ethods of display 
and  technical and  material com ponents , a new way of doing 
any  of these might be the basis for a new world.

Som e art worlds begin with the invention and  diffusion of 
a technology which m akes certain new art p roducts  possible. 
The technical developm ent will likely have originated for 
nonartis tic  purposes, for art is seldom im portan t enough to 
a ttrac t serious inventors to its problems. Tinkercrs abound, 
but the susta ined  investm ent of time, money, and o ther re
sources required  for the practical developm ent of a new 
technical possibility is rare. The inventions and develop
m ents  which m ade  still pho tography  and  motion pictures 
possible did not arise from  anyone’s desire to m ake art, but 
from the scientific, com m ercial, an d  en te r ta inm en t possi
bilities of these media. Much, m uch  earlier, people invented 
ways of working with metal, which incidentally m ade  scu lp
ture and  artistic jewelry possible, although that was not the 
pu rpose  of those inventions e ither (see Smith, 1970).

We notice these technical developm ents  most in co n tem 
porary  art, w’here they create  serious ambiguities as to 
w he ther  we are seeing new art worlds develop o r  only new 
segm ents  of old ones. The invention of the tape  recorder and 
o ther  electronic devices (from oscillators to synthesizers) 
c rea ted  a way of m aking music without hum an  performers. 
Nevertheless, m uch  electronic music is created by people 
tra ined in music, who use the m achines as an ad junc t to live 
h u m a n  perform ance, is heard  by audiences raised on more 
o r  less conventional concert music, and is judged  by critics 
w?ho use the sam e s tandards  they apply to o ther serious, 
com posed  music. All this suggests that no new  art world has 
arisen a round  these electronic inventions.

O ther creators  of electronic music, however, com e out of 
the world of com pu te r  electronics and m athem atics. Ori
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en ted  tow ard  com puting  and  m achinery  ra ther  than  m u 
sic, they have begun to m ake  music with the m achines 
alone, dispensing with h u m a n  players. Not only does the  m u 
sic diff er in various ways—using random  noise or m ach in e 
generated  pure  tones as raw material, for instance—but the 
com posers  are less perfo rm ance  oriented, m ore interested in 
mailing tapes to each o ther and  in having them  available for 
o thers  to hear. Not having been tra ined  to see public  pe rfo r
m ance  as the  p roper  way to hear music, anything else being 
merely a record of tha t public  event, they treat tapes as an 
au tho r  treats  books, as objects containing the work itself, 
any copy being as good as any other, and  do not regard  the 
work as being im proved in the slightest by being done  in 
public, any m ore  than  a literary work 's  essential merit lies in 
how it sounds w hen  its au tho r  reads it aloud. This version of 
electronic music m akes the developm ent of a new art  world 
m ore  likely.

Som e art worlds begin w ith  the developm ent of a new 
concept, a new way of thinking about something, whose 
possibilities can be explored and  exploited jus t  as a technical 
developm ent is. Ian W att describes the developm ent of the 
novel as partly  due  to the new idea of “formal realism " as an 
appropria te  m ode of discourse in fiction. Such inventors of 
the  novel as Defoe, R ichardson, and  Fielding substituted, 
for the stylized plots and  charac te rs  of earlier fiction, a fidelity 
to  the  details of o rd inary  experience tha t showed itself in re
alistically complex, original, and  not completely designed 
plots, in the  particularity  (as opposed to universality) with 
which charac te rs  and env ironm ents  were drawn, and  in the 
plain, everyday language in which the story was told (Watt, 
1957, pp. 13-30). A story so told differs in m ore  than  m inor 
details from  a rom ance  with an  artificial plot, characters  (like 
G argantua) whose nam es insist tha t  they are universal types, 
and  a language none of the charac te rs  could have m anaged  
in real life—it differs in its conception  of w hat a w ork  of 
fiction ought to strive for and  w hat it m ight accomplish. 
Around th a t  new conception  a new  world of writers and 
reade rs  gradually  arose.

Som e art worlds begin with the developm ent of a new



313 ♦ C H A N G E  I N  A R  T  W  O R L D S

audience. The work they produce  m ay not differ m uch from 
w ork  in similar genres which preceded it, but they reach  a 
new audience th rough  new distributional arrangem ents . The 
“new" rock music of the 1960s resem bled w hat had preceded 
it: white imitations of black blues and  rock-and-roll, mixed 
with country-and-w cstern  music. But it em ployed new o r 
ganizations to reach  young people: the ou tdoor concert (Pe
terson, 1973), which, like W oodstock, went on for hours or 
even days, and  working-class ballrooms, like the Fillmore
Auditorium, whose “Over Thirty" crowd had deserted  them.9

Instead  of draw ing custom ers  from already-existing a u 
diences, it reached into an  age group that had never con
sum ed  m uch  live or recorded music. M ajor elem ents of the 
radio and  recording  industries soon began to distribute  the 
music, too (Denisoff, 1975), so that one cannot say that it 
developed an entirely new set of institutions. Nevertheless, 
so m any  new groups and  kinds of people were cooperating 
in the production  and consum ption  of rock-and-roll that 
we can reasonably  speak of a new world having com e into 
existence.

W att (1957) m akes a similar point with respect to the d e 
velopm ent of the novel. A new audience developed along 
with the  new conception  of fiction, and  that m ade  the con
tinued p roduction  of realistic fiction possible. The spread  of 
literacy in e ighteenth-century  England produced  more 
readers, of a new class which did not share  the earlier aris
tocratic  conception  of p roper  fiction. The new audience, 
swelled by the addition of middle-class people involved in 
com m erce  and  m anufac tu re  (in m any  cases, by their 
apprentices  and house  servants  as well), did not have the 
classical education  needed  for appreciation  of the m ore  for
mal and  allusive style which preceded  the novel. Not in
terested in m oral edification, they looked instead for easily 
absorbed  en terta inm ent, which the novel provided. The 
new work for the new audience was distributed  through new 
institutions: m agazines and new  forms of book publication, 
in which p rin ters  m ade  the editorial choices previously m ade 
by publishers.

Innovations of this kind, a round  which new art worlds
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may develop, usually arise simultaneously in a n u m b er  of 
places. Except for isolates like the naive artists considered 
earlier, whose visions and  m ethods  are relatively idiosyn
cratic, the people who develop new art worlds partic ipate  in 
the broad  curren ts  of intellectual and expressive interest 
growing out of extant tradition and  practice. The musicians 
and  p rom oters  who developed rock-and-roll knew the black 
and  white popu lar  musics which could be com bined  to 
p roduce  rock. The people interested in the possibilities cre
ated by the invention of photographic  and  film equ ipm ent 
probably  share  m any o ther interests—recording the land 
scape or m aking portraits  for sale, for instance. Because 
they share  traditions and  interests, w hat they do with the in
novation 's  possibilities, while it varies, varies within a rel
atively small range.

A new technique, conception, o r  audience suggests new 
possibilities but does not define them  fully. So the first peo
ple involved experim ent with it, seeing what it can do and  
w hat they m ight w ant to do with it. W hat people actually do 
with the innovation depends on w hat it m akes possible, on 
w ha t version they have of con tem porary  traditions and  in
terests, and  on the people and  resources they can attract. In 
novations, with their associated  possibilities, often spread 
quickly. It takes longer for the people who experim ent with 
them  to find each o ther and to establish com m unication . 
Technology, for instance, m ay ap pea r  in m any places si
multaneously . People can o rder  equ ipm en t and  supplies 
from  a catalogue and teach themselves to use it, but they 
do not know  w hat the o ther people who have ordered  from 
tha t catalogue are doing. Each experim enter  develops, with 
experience, a technique that p roduces  a result som eone 
finds pleasing. Each experim enter 's  result, within the limits 
of what the innovation m akes possible, differs from the 
others '.  W hether the experim enters  w ork entirely alone 
or with a small circle of professional or a m a te u r  local col
leagues, they p roduce  w hat m ight be called a local art world, 
one whose circle of cooperation does not go beyond the 
face-to-face in teraction of a local com m unity .

Consider two extended exam ples of this process. One, the



31 5  ♦ C II A N G E I N  A R T W  O R L D S

developm ent of the stereograph, the three-dim ensional pho
tograph, at first p roduced  a successful a i t  world, but it did 
not last. The second, the developm ent of American jazz, 
p roduced  a music that succeeded  on an in ternational scale.

Because the principles and technology of s tereography 
developed at abou t the sam e time as the two-dimensional 
pho tography  which did becom e successful, it is useful to 
think of the two as com peting  w ays of p roducing  visual 
imagery, e ither or both of which might successfully have 
p roduced  an art world. Two dim ensions won that contest.

At first, hand-draw n  images illustrated the stereographic 
effect; la ter daguerreo types  and  various versions of the 
negative-positive process were used. The technology was 
simple, and  anyone who could control the cum bersom e 
equ ipm en t and  com plicated  techniques of early pho tog
raphy could m ake stereographs. The early versions of the 
process, however, m ade  it som ew hat difficult to p roduce  
large quantities of work. That limited circulation. Im ages 
usually c irculated w here  they were m ade, to a local au d i
ence interested in local events, places, and  people. Local 
p racti tioners  m ade  portraits , scenic views, and  pictures of 
local disasters, p robably  m ore  or less exclusively for local 
consum ption .

Not m uch  is know n abou t the practices of early stereog- 
raphers . Did they, for instance, m ake small num bers  of 
item s of local interest, which then circulated primarily in the 
local com m unity?  F ragm ents  of evidence, such as this letter 
to the Photographic Times (1871) from  an Illinois pho tog
rap h er  w ho had pu rchased  a “ Philadelphia Wilsonian S ter
eoscopic Box C am era"  with “ Ross' Stereoscopic Doublet 
Lenses,” suggest that.

I have awakened to the necessity of making stereoscopic pic
tures. Several good orders lost have taught me to believe that 
it will pay to give a little attention to that growing branch of 
our a r t . . . .  I am not blessed with a continual rush in my 
studio, so I have always had a little spare time. The first spare 
hours I had, I put out, and made a few views of some of the 
prettiest residences in our suburbs. As I returned home I 
found the light just right on our new bank building, and I
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banged away at that. I made some good prints, showed them 
to the parties, who did not know that there was an apparatus 
in town that could give them such a surprise, and made that 
information cost exactly forty dollars for negatives made in 
one short morning. Those pictures have brought me several 
more orders, which I shall till during the next spare hours. Our 
people said they had often wished for such views of their 
places, and the introduction of your 5 x 8  boxes has caused 
more excitement among our three thousand inhabitants in 
our quiet village than you have any idea of. I only hope it 
won't raise the price of ‘scopes. (“Southern Illinois," 1871, 
p. 91)

William Culp D arrah  lists the variety of pho tographers  
w ho p roduced  the early stereographs:

1. The photographer who specialized in the production of 
stereographs but confined his practice to local subjects.
2. The resort photographer (there were hundreds of them at 
Niagara Falls, Saratoga, the White Mountains, Catskills, etc.) 
who virtually limited his wrork to the tourist trade.
3. The studio photographer who, as a side line, occasionally 
produced stereoscopic portraits, poses, interiors of churches 
and public buildings, commonly including a small series of 
local town views.
4. The opportunist who produced a few views w'hen some 
unusual event—flood, fire, train-wreck, parade, or such— 
created a transitory market for souvenirs. (Darrah, 1977, p. 44)

A variant of these occurred  in the S haker  religious co m 
munities, which did a large business with the outside world, 
no t only in furn iture  and  food, bu t also in s tereographic  
records  of their  com m unity  life:

One of the chief diversions of visitors to fashionable vacation 
retreats, such as Lebanon Springs, New York, near the Mt. 
Lebanon Shaker community, and Poland Springs, Maine, 
near the Sabbathdav Lake village, was a trip to visit the 
Shaker stores and purchase mementos of their trip. Recog
nizing the need for items that tourists would find both inter
esting and informative, the Shakers in these areas sold sets of 
stereo views of the Shaker community. They also offered 
them to other Shaker villages at wholesale prices. (Rubin, 
1978, pp. 56-57)
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Audiences also had  to acquire  a technical skill, that of 
looking at s tereographs. Anyone w ho has only recently had 
the opportun ity  to look at them  can recall the difficulty 
(perhaps  only m om entary , perhaps  longer) of m aking the 
tw o  images com e together so that you get the “stereo" ex 
perience of depth . It d o esn ’t take long to learn to do it, but 
you m ust acquire  the ability. An occasional article (Oliver 
W endell H olm es p roduced  one of the early ones) suggested 
exercises for accustom ing  the eyes to the phenom enon , and 
explained the particu lar p leasures to be gained from using 
the new skill. It would be interesting to know how  people 
learned these skills and  w hat difficulties they had. W ho 
taugh t the skills and  to whom? Could som e people simply not 
get the knack? A particularly  critical article of the 1890s 
suggests such  possibilities:

The present limited popularity of the stereoscope seems to be 
due to several causes. First of which is probably the great 
number of cheap and miserably made pictures and stereo
scopes which have been offered to buyers, only to give 
disappointment to, and to strain the eyes of those attempting 
to use them. (Luders, 1892, p. 227)

In addition to learning to read the s tereographic  image, 
viewers m ust have learned a taste  for its un ique  pleasures. 
The early appreciative articles dwell on these—the illusion of 
solidity, of feeling yourself actually present and  im m ersed in 
a scene. Som e stylistic features of s tereographs m ust have 
been designed to accent tha t illusion of th ree  dimensions. 
Just as 3-D movies always had a scene in which an airplane 
flew directly at the audience or a trapeze artist sw ung back 
and  forth over their heads, so s tereographs used devices 
which em phasized  the feeling of depth . (The sam e com po
sitional features m av also have been characteristic  of two-V”

dim ensional pho tography  of the period; s tereographs often, 
for instance, used a long, slanting line which w ent far back 
into the distance, or placed a figure in the foreground to 
em phasize  the d istance betw een the foreground and  the 
m ounta in  or o th e r  scenic w onders  at a distance [see figure 
33].) Even comic views and funeral p ictures used tricks which 
m ad e  the dep th  explicit (portraits of the deceased  were sur-
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FIGURE 33. James M. Davis, The Railroad, ‘Tis Like Life. Stereo
graphs emphasized the three-dimensionality o f the image by in
cluding diagonals that ran into deep space. (Courtesy of the Visual 
Studies Workshop.)

rounded  with floral w reaths  that stood out in strong relief). 
The m akers  an tic ipated  the com plain ts  of custom ers  who 
had  paid for three dimensions, and  found tha t  they m ight as 
well have been seeing the image in two. Thus, the critic 
quo ted  earlier speaks of “. . .  unsuitable  subjects, or ra th e r  
not selecting suitable ones . . .  any subject com posed  of 
s tra ight lines will be nearly as well rendered  by a single 
view." (Luders, 1892, p. 227).

T hom as H ennessey (1973) has  m ad e  a similar analysis of 
the successful developm ent of jazz in the period from 1917 
to 1935. He notes tha t  w herever jazz arose, it com bined  
Afro-American and  Euro-American elem ents in music tha t 
was perfo rm ed  for an  audience ra th e r  than  accom panying  
som eone 's  work or being m ade  within a folk com m unity . 
His analysis shows the connections, in the several centers  in 
which jazz arose, betw een the musical traditions d raw n  on, 
pe rfo rm ance  situations, pe rfo rm ance  spaces, and  the kinds 
of m usicians recruited, and  deserves quoting at length:

Jazz did not begin as a single musical tradition in New Orleans 
or elsewhere. The reality of early jazz history is the emergence
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in several parts of the country of independent popular musi
cal styles, all linked by the common bonds of a mixed Euro- 
and Afro-American musical parentage and a performance 
orientation. They developed in response to specific situations 
and thus each strain had its particular mixture of individual 
elements. In the Southwest, the blues and piano ragtime had a 
strong influence on the style. In the Midwest and Southeast, 
the brass band tradition of the circus and tent show musicians 
emerged in an instrumental ragtime style. In Chicago and 
New York, established black communities sought legitimacy 
with a style heavily-weighted with Euro-American elements.
In the Northwest and West Coast, the lack of any strong input 
from black folk tradition saw a very weak musical style de
velop, closely tied to brass band and dance music tradition. In 
New Orleans, two very strong traditions, (a) the classically- 
influenced Creole and (b) the blues and church music, shaped 
uptown tradition, developed and intermingled.

Each area also had its own performance situation. For the 
scattered black settlements in the Southeast and Midwest, the 
touring shows; for the Southwest, barn dances and honky- 
tonks; for Chicago, theaters and night clubs; for New York, 
private dances and cabarets; for New Orleans, street parades, 
sporting houses, outdoor concerts, and private balls. One 
performance situation prevailed throughout the country. This 
was the local brass band, frequently with a kid band auxiliary. 
Although it did not play jazz in a strict sense, these groups 
contributed much to the style and served as a training ground 
for many future jazz musicians. (Hennessey, 1973, pp. 470-71)

Many pre-1917 m usicians were am ateurs , but tha t 
changed. Full-time professional black musicians, better 
tra ined  (especially in New York and  Chicago), played a 
higher proportion  of European-influenced music. That p ro 
portion also reflected the g reater opportun ity  black m usi
cians h a d  to reach  white audiences at society parties, c ab 
arets, and  occasional appearances  in vaudeville and  legiti
m ate  theater. By 1917, for instance, New York's dom inan t 
black music was "a large ensem ble  style mixing traditional 
ballroom m usic  and  in s trum en ta l ragtime. This was rem ote 
from  the five-piece con trapun ta l  style brought to New York 
in tha t  year by the  white Original Dixieland Jazz Band" (H en
nessey, 1973, p. 473). A similar confronta tion  occurred  in
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Chicago, betw een the "loose, improvised jazz of the Chi
cago black cabare ts  . . .  heavily influenced by New Orleans 
im ports  such as King Oliver, Jelly Roll Morton, Kid Ory [and] 
Johnny  and  Baby Dodds . . .  small five-piece groups collec
tively improvising within an  established fram ew ork  with 
strong  ties to the black folk trad ition” and  "a large en 
semble, classically influenced style similar to tha t of New 
York,” represen ted  by the orchestras  of Erskine Tate and 
o thers  (Hennessey, 1973, p. 473).

H ennessey  em phasizes the dependence  of this music 's 
success in the larger centers on the presence of a large black 
bourgeoisie:

It was sophisticated and had classical roots. It was not foreign 
to white ears and could be judged on classical terms. Its 
evident musical merit seemed to raise it above the "raucous 
noise" of the New Orleans men. Its proponents were well- 
trained musicians and well-behaved gentlemen unlike the 
drinking, carousing, undependable “ace musicians" of the 
New Orleans school. (Hennessey, 1973, pp. 473-74)

Centers w ith a sm aller black middle-class responded  to and  
su ppo rted  local, correspondingly  less refined, versions of the 
A frican-European  am algam .

As bo th  exam ples indicate, localized groups of various 
sizes (small in the case of stereography, larger in the case of 
jazz) p roduce  variant local versions of the new possibilities. 
Experim enting  groups cluster locally because they c o m m u 
nicate largely face-to-face, hearing or seeing each  o ther 's  
work. That restricts colleagueship to the im m edia te  vicinity, 
unless o ther  m eans  of com m unica tion  are available to sca t
tered experim enters  w ho  know of each  other.

In addition to experim enting  with the new possibilities, the 
pioneers also begin to construct the rud im ents  of an art 
w orld—netw orks of suppliers, distribution facilities, and  
collegial groups in which aesthetic questions can  be argued, 
s tan d a rd s  proposed, and  work evaluated. Successful su p 
pliers quickly outgrow  the  locality, exporting their p roduc ts  
to o ther  locales in which the process of local ex perim en ta 
tion can  take place. Musical instrum ents, cam eras, and  o ther
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sorts ol equ ipm en t can more easily be sh ipped here and 
there  than  o ther  e lem ents of an art world. M anufacturers , 
w here  the econom y m akes  tha t  possible, soon develop ex
tensive m arkets . George Eastm an  (the founder of E as tm an  
Kodak) and a relatively few o th e r  m anufac tu re rs  had  sizable 
national m arke ts  long before there  was a national p h o tog 
raphy  world, and the sam e was true of pho tog raphy’s in
ternational developm ent (Talt, 1938; Jenkins, 1975).

Colleagues, especially, seem to be local for a long time. 
They m ay c luster near the equ ipm en t they need, as elec
tronic com posers  do near  the studios, radio  stations, and 
universities which have good collections of cu rren t equ ip 
ment. They m ay find each o ther  a round , and th rough  the 
good offices of, suppliers  of materials, who put them  in 
touch  with one another. They often establish small o rgan i
zations of like-minded people; from  the beginning of p h o tog 
raphy, the ubiquitous local cam era  club brought together 
people w ho  were experim enting  with the sam e equ ipm en t to 
have exhibitions and  to criticize each  o ther 's  work (Taft, 
1938, p. 376; Newhall, 1964, pp. 103-4; Tice, 1977). (Similar 
organizations occur today, in fields not yet thought of as 
serious art by m ost people, e.g., china painting.)

Audiences rem ain  local for som e time, too. The barriers  to 
com m unica tion  that prevent the geographic spread  of col- 
leagueship limit audience in terest to the work p roduced  in 
the  locality. People canno t apprec ia te  music that, because  it 
is played in inaccessible places, they have never heard. 
(Inaccessibility, usually geographic, can also be social. Many 
white A m ericans of the 1920s could not learn to appreciate  
jazz because  they would have had  to go to places most whites 
did not then  go to hear it. Adults were late in developing an 
in terest in rock music because  it was played in places and 
on radio  s ta tions totally unfam iliar  to them.) But local au- 
diences, c lustering a round  w hatever rud im en ta ry  d is tr ibu
tion organizations exist, support  the young art world 's  p rac 
titioners, their responses (informal, pe rhaps  just criticism 
prin ted  in a local paper) helping to p roduce  an  aesthetic  
appropria te  to the work.

Som e art worlds develop beyond the local level. They a t
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tract m ore  partic ipan ts  in all the roles the world contains, 
a ttrac t them  from farther places, and  create  the ex tended  
network of cooperation  we m ight th ink of as a full a r t  world, 
everyone using conventions developed in m any  different lo
cal segm ents but now know n and  unders tood  nationally  or 
even internationally. A n u m b e r  of in tertw ined processes 
p roduce  this result, but the result is not inevitable. Most 
innovations which begin to develop on a local level never get 
any farther. They may persist a t the local level, bu t do  not 
becom e national or international.

Production
As work becom es know n over a larger area, people p ro 

duce more of it, e ither because m ore people get involved 
in p roduction  or th rough  the introduction of industrialized 
m ethods. Jazz spread  faster a fter  the industrialized p ro d u c 
tion and  distribution  of phonograph  records allowed local 
players to h ea r  and  imitate w hat m usicians elsewhere were 
doing.

T h e  i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n  o f  s t e r e o g r a p h  p r o d u c t i o n  t o o k  p l a c e
in a relatively short time. If a national m arke t w as going to 
d issem inate  the new art of s tereo views, m an u fac tu re rs  had 
to p roduce  them  in sufficient quan tity  to m eet the d em an d  
(see figure 34). The handicraft  m ethods  of the early p ro 
ducers  would not do:

Five steps were involved in the manufacture of a card stereo
graph:
1. making positive prints from the negative, including wash
ing and drying them (usually overnight);
2. trimming the prints with a scissors or die;
3. pasting prints on the card;
4. drying under gentle pressure;
5. applying labels and imprints.
The entire operation extended over three days and two nights, 
although some large establishments were able to speed the 
process by using drying ovens or warming tables. A single 
skilled workman could produce 50 or 60 card mounts a day, or 
up to 350 per week. If the process was carried out, with a
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FIGURE 34. Stereoscope manufacturing at Underwood and 
Underwood, circa 1910. With the growth of markets, production 
facilities were industrialized. (Courtesy of the Hastings Gallery.)

division of labor, five operators could produce more than 
3,000 per week. (Darrah, 1977, p. 7)

The industrialization of the process began alm ost im m edi
ately in the 1860s, assembly-line techniques raising p ro d u c 
tion considerably  (see figure 35). Darrah describes one of 
several such  operations:

Kilburn Brothers (Littleton, New Hampshire) erected a large 
three-story factory with special rooms for printing, toning, 
washing, drying and mounting. The division of labor was in no 
way different from already-established practice. Improve
ments resulted from greater efficiency in passing from one
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FIGURE 35. Stock room, Underwood and Underwood, circa 
1905. At the height of the stereograph s popularity, manufacturers 
were publishing as many as a million cards a year. (Courtesy of the 
Hastings Gallery.)

operation to another. The only mechanization was an endless 
belt exposure machine which, by eliminating handling of each 
exposure, doubled the rate of production of prints. Employ
ing fifty-two persons, some of whom were maintenance men 
and clerks, the Kilburns produced, on an average, three 
thousand finished stereographs per day. In other words, the 
Kilburn factory could easily publish a million cards per year. 
(Darrah, 1977, p. 45)

Som e forty years later, fu r ther  m echaniza tion  again upped  
production  and  com pleted  the industrialization of the p roc 
ess; here is D arrah  s description of the H. C. White Com pany 
of North Bennington, Vermont:



325 ♦ CHANGE IN ART WORLDS

In 1907 White erected a three-storv factory of brick and rein- 
forced concrete, which for a short period was the finest and 
most mechanized stereo publishing facility in the world. The 
entire photo-printing process was automated. The glass neg
atives were clamped in front of a lamp under which an 
endless belt carried the printing paper, slopped for the set 
lime and then advanced the paper for the next exposure. Such 
machines had been in use since 1866. The White operations, 
however, mechanized developing, fixing and washing ma
chines with which it was possible to maintain uniform stan
dards of quality. Prints were trimmed with a high-speed die- 
cutter. Titles were printed automatically at the rate of 10,000 
per hour. There were three washing machines, each with a 
capacity of 5,000 prints per 10 hour day. Automatic driers, 
utilizing piped steam, had a capacity of 15,000 prints per day.
A special machine gilded the printed titles and imprint on the 
deluxe format of White stereographs. (Darrah, 1977, p. 51)

Distribution
New business and  distribution a rrangem en ts  help the 

growing art world spread  over a larger territory. This in
volves the sale of finished work, for ob ject-producing  arts, 
and  the developm ent of stable con trac tua l a rrangem en ts  for 
perform ances.

The small businesses of early s te reograph  opera tors  were 
confined largely to their  own localities. Different areas  traded 
images through “exchange clubs," whose a m a te u r  m em bers  
regularly t rad ed  work. Im agery also traveled as people 
b rought back s tereographic  souvenirs of their  trips, but the 
large-scale migration of im agery began with highly orga
nized m erchand is ing  schemes, designed to move the outpu t 
of the industrialized producers.

Early pho tographers  sold views out of their studios, 
th rough  such  agents as opticians and  art shops, and  by mail. 
The big p roducers  w ho replaced  them  created  large door- 
to-door sales forces. The presiden t of the Keystone View 
C om pany described  turn-of-the-century m arketing  tech 
niques as follows:

Salesmen were recruited primarily from the colleges and uni
versities. Most of these men worked only during the three
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months of the Summer vacation, and frequently were able to 
earn enough money within that time to pay their entire college 
expenses for the year. Underwood & Underwood claimed that 
their organization alone sent out as many as 3,000 college 
students in one Summer. With the other big companies, each 
employing more than 1,000, it is easy to understand how the 
countrysides of the nation literally swarmed with stereograph 
salesmen throughout the Summer months! . .. The method of 
selling was unique and effective. On the first call, the salesman 
endeavored merely to book an order for a stereoscope and 
"some views” or, if the prospect had a stereoscope, an order 
would be booked, if possible, for only “one view.” Approxi
mately three weeks were spent in the booking of orders, which 
were followed by three weeks of deliveries. On the delivery, 
the salesman took with him a large collection of stereographs, 
sometimes covering thousands of subjects. With the pros
pect's head in a stereoscope, he would skillfully run for him a 
succession of views, by sliding one in behind the view in place 
and then lifting the front view to expose the one behind it. The 
prospect would say from time to time: "I'll take that one.” The 
close of the sale meant bringing the prospect as close as 
possible to paying for all of the subjects he had laid out on the 
original showing. (Hamilton, 1949, pp. 17-18)

S tereographs were also sold by mail. Catalogues of the 
m ajo r  suppliers  listed thousands  of view's—scenic, historic, 
educational, artistic, and  com ic—and  mail-order houses like 
Sears, R oebuck advertised similar assortm ents  in their c a ta 
logues (see figure 36). The Sears  cata logue of 1908, for in
stance, offered sets of one hundred  cards  each  on such topics 
as “The Siege of Port A rthur” during  the Japanese-Russian  
War, “Fair J a p a n ,” “The Holy L and ,” “The St. Louis W orld 's 
Fair,” and  “H unting, Fishing, Cam ping and  Ind ian  Life.” 
Underw'ood and  Underwood, a m a jo r  supplier, offered their 
“Travel System ,” collections of stereographs, m aps, and  
w ritten  guides to such  places as Egypt, D enm ark, and  the 
G rand Canyon.

H ennessey  describes the analogous shift in the way black 
bands  hand led  their  business affairs which m ade  possible 
the developm ent of a national audience. At first, w hether  the
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100 Colored Views of America and  Europe. 98c
Very latest collection, representing 75 best American 

views of historical spots, scenes, interesting sights, 
etc., and 25 best European views. American Curios, 
Golden West, Niagara Falls, Great Northwest, W ash
ington, all are represented. All beautifully colored. 
Interesting, educational and instructive. Shipping 
weight, 2 pounds.

6 0  K686O—Per box of I OO views................. &  O C
B eau tifu lly  Colored Views—25 Packed  in  Box* Ship

ping weight, 8 ounces. O Q
6 9 K 6 8 6 5 —Life of C hris t ......................................a SFC
6 0 K 6 8 6  I —Assorted Views of Foreign C ountr ies .29c  
6 9 K 6 8 6 2 —The Great Northwest and California .29c 
6  9  K6 8 6 3 —Historical Spots and Scenes of

America ..........................................................................2 9 c
6 9 K 6 8 6 4 —Tour of America*? Big Cities...............2 9 c

Q uality Stereoscope B e c o m e
acqua i n t e d wi t h  t h e  
world a n d  
1 e n its 
h i s t o r y .  
Helps chil
dren in their 
studies and 
b r o a d e  n s

their knowledge of the o u t s i d e  
world. Aluminum hood with plush 
l>ound edges; good size lenses, se
curely fastened in aluminum frame. 
Shipping wt., lbi  lbs.

6 9 K 6 8 I O ........................

H ardw ood 
fram e a n d  
fold ing  h a n 

dle. a ll w al
n u t fin ish . 98c

FIGURE 36. Ad for stereographs in the Sears, Roebuck cata
logue. Sears, Roebuck advertised thousands of stereographs, distrib
uting them throughout the country. (Courtesy of the Visual Studies 
Workshop.)

band  was run by a leader, a partnership , or on some 
co-operative a rrangem ent,

The band member responsible would contact the owner of a 
ballroom, night club, cabaret, or a dance promoter and ar
range for an appearance. The contracts were usually informal 
and flexible. The musicians’ union was repeatedly unsuccess-
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ful in requiring black bands to follow union standards in the 
contract arrangements. These informal arrangements were 
usually simple involving merely a long location stand or a set 
local tour pattern. (Hennessey, 1973, p. 484)

This kind of inform al a rrangem en t inevitably limited bands 
to engagem ents  in an  area  small enough that they could 
know  the people they were dealing with personally.

Between 1929 and  1935, changed  business procedures, 
com bined  with the changes in transporta tion  and  co m m u n i
cation to be considered below, m ade  national reputa tions  
and  con trac tua l a rrangem en ts  on a national scale possible 
for black bands.

Using one location as a base, a band built a national reputa
tion through records and radio appearances. This reputation 
was then exploited for financial gain with nationwide tours 
which took the band to ballrooms, hotels, theaters, anywhere 
where the public which had learned to like the band’s style 
from the media would be willing to pay good prices to see 
the group live. (Hennessey, 1973, p. 487)

W hether  th rough  changes in m anufac tu ring  and sales or 
changes in con trac tua l a rrangem en ts  for perform ances, the 
work characteris tic  of one locale com es to be exportable. 
There is enough  of it, and d istributors  and others have been 
pe rsuaded  to coopera te  so that audiences and  practitioners 
in o ther locales can  becom e familiar with it. One locale m ay 
becom e dom inan t,  o ther local worlds modeling themselves 
on its example, or the work of m any locales m ay becom e 
exportab le  simultaneously.

In the developm ent of stereography, the com bined m a n 
ufacturing  and selling operation described earlier created  an 
enorm ous  d em an d  for stereoscopic photographic  images. 
No local pho tog rapher  or group of local pho tographers  could 
supply so m uch  imagery. To feed the operation, the large 
publishers used  images from everywhere. They bought neg
atives from local photographers, m ade  copy negatives from 
available m aterial (often w ithout paying for the rights), p ro 
duced  series of comic or narrative images, and sent their own 
staff pho tographers  out on assignments.
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And so skilled stereoscopic photographers were sent to bring 
back high-class negatives of places, monuments, and shrines, 
famous in history and literature. Nor was Scenic America— 
from Bar Harbor, Maine, to the Golden Gate on the Pacific 
shores—neglected. Great expositions like the Centennial Ex
hibition in Philadelphia, the World’s Columbian Exposition 
in Chicago, and the World's Fair in St. Louis were photo
graphed—large sums of money being paid for exclusive rights, 
which were not always honored by competing photographers.
At any rate, culture was being provided for the farm homes of 
America.. . .  They instructed their photographers to look al
ways for scenes of high educational significance. Industries 
were photographed, specimens from science laboratories re
ceived attention, and scenes of historic possibilities were not 
overlooked. Among the first photographers to make pictures 
of the early experimental airplane (lights of the Wright 
brothers were stereoscopic photographers—leaving to history 
priceless studies of the details of the earliest airplanes in 
flight. (Hamilton, 1949, pp. 19-21)

In the case of big band  jazz, nationally known b an d s  cam e 
to dom ina te  even local music worlds. But the developing jazz 
world of clubs, recordings, vaudeville, ballrooms, and radio 
needed  a lot of musical material, and  found it everywhere: 
Ellington from  W ashington, D.C., Count Basic and  Andy 
Kirk from  K ansas City, and  others from Chicago, New York, 
and  elsewhere.

Typically, no one small locality, however metropolitan, 
can furnish  a sufficient am oun t and  variety of work to serve a 
national o r  in ternational m arket. For that reason, w hat h a p 
pened  to both s tereographs and  jazz is p robably  com m on: 
the organizations that d istribute work begin to look every
w here  for m aterial and  thus b reach  the walls around  the 
local, provincial art world.

C om m unication

Those walls, insulating local artists from the influence of 
w orkers  in o ther  localities who are producing  a different 
version of the innovation, will a lready have begun to fall, 
because  of the increased com m unication  between local art
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worlds. C om m unication  m ay increase technologically or 
simply because  artists and  audience m em bers  travel.

The great pa trons of R enaissance Europe a ttrac ted  artists 
from countries o ther  than  their own, and  painters  traveled, 
as well, to see the work of o thers  they  had heard  of (Haskell,
1963). Similarly, com posers  and  musicians traveled from one 
E u ropean  coun try  to another, in the service of the church  or 
of som e rich o r  noble patron  (Reese, 1959). These travels let 
artists learn  firsthand w hat had  developed in o ther  locales 
and  pass on w hat they knew from  their own locale. Audience 
m em bers  w ho traveled likewise learned to unders tand  and 
apprecia te  work tha t  differed from w hat they were used to at 
home.

On a m ore  hom ely scale, experim enters  with a new artistic 
possibility who travel to where similar experim ents  have 
p roduced  different results can  show o ther  practitioners 
w hat they know and  can learn from them  at the sam e time. 
Both parties, having acquired som ething  new  in the process, 
can  exchange ideas in a way not formerly possible. W h a t
ever increases the ease and  likelihood of travel—politically 
open  borders, available travel routes and  carriers, plenty of 
money, cosm opolitan  a tt i tudes—prom otes  such exchange. 
New train routes, te lephones, d iscount fares on airplanes, 
an d  a boom ing  econom y all help in the process.

Technical developm ents  have the sam e effect. W hen 
prin ting techniques  m ade  possible "exactly reproducible  
copies" (Ivins, 1953), artists everywhere (and audience 
m em bers , too) could see work that previously they had only 
heard  about. Of course, they could only see the work itself if 
it was a work of graphic a r t—an etching, engraving, or litho
graph. W hen those techniques were used to reproduce  a 
painting o r  drawing, then  the original work was filtered 
th rough  a set of conventional translations from  oil or ch a r
coal to engraving tool and  ink, and the result was not the 
sam e as the original, any m ore  than  a pho tograph  (which now 
perfo rm s this service for a rt  worlds) is the sam e as the orig
inal it portrays  (Ivins, 1953). But, true to the original or not, 
the rep roduction  brought some sem blance of it to people 
who previously had  only w ord of m outh  to depend  on for an
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un d e rs tan d in g  of w hat artists were doing elsewhere. It thus 
helped spread  the word across a larger territory.

The phonograph  record did the sam e thing for the devel
opm en t of jazz:

Jazz was an improvised llexible form which could not be 
readily captured in standard notation or spread through sheet 
music. Records allowed this ephemeral style to be frozen and 
held. This made it much easier to learn. It also meant that the 
style could be learned without direct personal contact with 
the performer. The influence of a particular regional or indi
vidual style could thus be extended considerably through this 
media. (Hennessey, 1973, p. 477)

Radio m ade  available a m uch w ider variety of perform ances, 
even to people who could not afford large record  collections. 
From  the late twenties on, local radio  stations filled the late 
evening hours  with b roadcasts  of big bands  playing at local 
nightclubs and ballrooms, som e of t hem  big jazz bands, sonic 
of whose players were well-known jazzm en. Late at night, 
when sm aller sta tions w ent off the air, som e powerful s ta 
tions could be heard  thousands  of miles away. As an  aspiring 
teenage jazz musician, too young to afford or even be a d 
m itted to the places jazz was played, I could thus  hear all the 
well-known bands  and  soloists perform ing  live. H earing the 
sam e n u m b ers  night a fter  night, I could s tudy the differences 
between im provisations on the sam e themes, as they  cam e 
out of my bedroom  radio. M any m usicians w ho grew up in 
the thirties and  forties learned  som e of what they knew this 
way. Unlike records, the radio  let you learn the am oun t of 
leeway allowed by perfo rm ance  practice; instead of learning 
som eone 's  recorded  solo note for note, you learned what 
kinds of solos were possible.

An interesting instance of the internationalization of an art 
world occurred  as a result of W orld W ar II. U.S. soldiers, 
som e of th em  musicians, stayed for extended periods in 
m any  E u ropean  and Asian countries. Local m usicians who 
had studied  jazz only from recordings could now  hear and 
play with American players. The Americans need not have 
been exceptionally good players; few were. But they were
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unquestionab ly  authentic , and  E uropeans  learned, as they 
had not been able to from records and  from the few A m er
icans who stayed in their countries, the tradition of jazz 
perfo rm ance  practice. The lessons m ade  an as tounding  dif
ference. Prew ar recordings by E uropeans  are clearly by 
non-Americans. After the war, you cannot tell Americans 
from E uropeans  or Japanese.

Records and  the radio  continue to have this im portance  in 
the developm ent of new m usic  worlds. Bennett 's  s tudy (1980) 
of the way young rock m usicians learn to play their in s tru 
m ents  and  to com bine forces to p roduce  rock music e m 
phasizes their  reliance on recordings as a functional substi
tute for a w ritten  score. They are so dependen t  on  records, in 
fact, that m ost never learn to  read  w ritten  music. But re
cordings keep them  in touch with w hat has been done and  
w h a t  can be done in their field.

Interchangeable PcrsonneI
As a result of all these changes, the personnel of an  art 

world  all share  knowledge of its basic conventions. The w ork 
of people experim enting  with an  innovation  is so provincial 
tha t  people from outside their locality canno t coopera te  in its 
p roduction  or consum ption . With increased com m unication , 
a variety of w ork  becom es available for study, and p rac ti
tioners from  alm ost anywhere, having seen or heard  the 
work of others, can collaborate  with those from anyw here  
else with little difficulty. Audiences likewise no longer need to 
be from  the local a rea  to unders tand  w hat is being done. 
They, too, have had con tac t with a g reater variety of work 
and  can respond  to art from any of the places w here  the new 
work is being done.

Once the  skills necessary to partic ipate  in any of an art 
w orld ’s im portan t  activities are no longer linked to a specific 
locale, the art world in question  can rep roduce  itself e n d 
lessly and  can  recruit personnel from anywhere, no longer 
being dependen t on chance  m isfortunes  tha t might affect 
one area. Once the people who partic ipate  in the production  
of the w ork  can  be in terchanged w ithout regard for their 
local origins, the  world has becom e sem iau tonom ous. W hat
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cannot be done here can be done there. W hen its m em bers  
travel they know they will find people who know how lo do 
w ha t needs to be done so that the art world 's work can  go on.

H ennessey  says tha t the nationalization of jazz m ean t that 
players from  any  of the once separa te  territories now could 
play in the sam e band  with one ano ther  w ithout difficulty 
(see figures 37 and  38). They would know several styles, 
especially the m ore  E uropean-based  style tha t used  written 
a rrangem en ts  and thus  required  m usicians who could read 
music. W hen the bands  grew in size:

these extra men were more often section players to provide a 
setting for the soloist than new solo voices. The main selling 
points for these sectionmen were not their improvisational 
abilities, but their technical ability and dependability.. . .  The 
twenties had seen a gradual blending of regional styles as the 
media allowed musicians to learn styles across tenitorial lines 
so that by the early thirties only the Southwest and to a lesser
extent the Southeast still retained stvles drastically different*/ •/

from that of the New York-based national bands. Thus, when 
the national bands invaded the territories, their style was not 
very different from that which most territory bands had been 
playing. Moreover, with musicians drawn from all over the 
country, national bands could often trot out a local product to 
appeal to regional pride wherever they might play. (Hennes
sey, 1973, pp. 486-89)

Jazzm en, an d  audiences, had com e to share  a body of con
ventions and practice  through which they could coopera te  to 
p roduce  the jazz w orld ’s characteris tic  works. Sharing  that 
knowledge m ade  possible the sp read  of those pa tte rns  of 
cooperative activity.

A m a jo r  com ponen t of the conventional knowledge whose 
sp read  m akes personnel in terchangeable  is the spread  of the 
basic im agery  the new form utilizes. Art works m anipulate  
m ateria ls  m ore  or less known to people w ho experience and  
apprec ia te  them, as we have seen: som e of the m aterial a 
work uses is well known to most m em bers  of a society; some 
is know n only to those with special training; som e has to be
learned bv alm ost everyone o ther than  the m aker  in o rder  to•/ •/

apprec ia te  the work. W hen an a rt  world spreads so as to
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FIGURE 37. The Buddy Petit Jazz Band of New Orleans. Early 
jazz groups were locally based, and reflected the character of the 
black population in their locality and the kinds of occasions for 
which they performed. This band might have performed for street 
parades, outdoor concerts, and the like. (Photograph courtesy o f the 
Institute o f Jazz Studies, Rutgers University.)

achieve national or in ternational coverage, m any  people 
m ust learn new conventions, learn to organize unfam iliar 
sights, sounds, and  ideas into aesthetic  experiences. The 
rapid  sp read  of the s tereograph  both  p roduced  and  d e 
pended  for its success on a w idespread  familiarity with and  
responsiveness to im agery which had  hitherto  been of in 
terest only to a relative few. M uch of the imagery, as we have 
seen, had  a purely  local interest.

To pursue  tha t  example, the sales efforts which spread  
stereo cards  and  viewers across the country  m ust have p ro 
duced  an hom ogenization  of national taste  as w hat were
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FIGURE 38. The Jimmie Lunceford Orchestra, circa 1936. As the 
world o f big band jazz became national, players became better 
schooled, better clothed, and more disciplined. (Photograph courtesy 
of the Institute o f Jazz Studies, Rutgers University.)

originally local peculiarities, becom ing familiar, were incor
pora ted  into the body of conventions p roducers  and  a u 
diences alike knew and  responded  to. Im agine that, as these 
ways of m aking images becam e familiar and standardized, 
p roducers  developed a sho rthand  for describing the co m p o 
sitions and  topics they w anted  their pho tographers  to shoot. 
These directions, if we had  access to them, would probably 
resemble, though not so detailed or theoretically oriented, 
the "shooting  scripts" Roy S tryker p repared  for his Farm  
Security Adm inistration pho tographers  (Hurley, 1972, pp. 56, 
58); they would show us how codified conventions, lending 
them selves to sh o r thand  description, becam e constra in ts  for 
the  pho tographers . The variety of available imagery must
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have increased with the industrialization of stereography, 
though  this has not been dem onstra ted  (see Earle, 1979, 
and Darrah, 1977). We m ight assum e that personal and  idio
syncratic  styles of expression becam e ra re r  as the  m a n 
ufacturer-based  conventions spread, and yet the styles as
similated by the large m anufac tu re rs  m ust have included 
a g reater variety than  any  local s tereographer or group 
com m anded .

The industry  thus  offered consum ers  an  im m ense  am o u n t  
of m aterial dealing with a great diversity of subjects. Con
sum ers, in turn, acquired  an  interest in that diversity they 
probably  had  not had  before. At first in terested  mainly in 
local subjects , audiences becam e cosm opolitan  just as the 
p roducers  had. Pious fa rm ers  learned to enjoy views of the 
Holy Land, not surprisingly, bu t they also acquired  a taste  
for views of the Tom b of El-Bartouk in Cairo (advertised in 
the catalogue of L. M. M elander and  Brothers of Chicago, 
circa 1880). Jus t  as they learned to m aste r  the techn ique  of 
viewing three-dim ensional p ic tures and  to value the illusion 
of dep th  they provided, they acquired  an interest in subjects  
which were no t part  of their im m ediate  experience and  had  
little eff ect on their  own lives. They learned (as m uch  from 
such  o ther  m ed ia  as magazines, posters, and  lan tern  slides as 
from stereographs, of course) to be interested, not only in 
Egyptian exotica, bu t also in the rest of their  own country. 
You could buy views of Hurley, Wisconsin, or the Custom 
H ouse  in Atlanta.

Although it is reasonable  to argue that the suppliers of 
s tereo  cards could have trained their audiences to enjoy any 
kind of image, it was probably  easier, in late nineteenth- 
cen tury  America, to interest people in some topics m ore  than  
in others. Jokes about "darkies" and  o ther e thnic groups 
probably  found a ready  audience am ong  white Anglo- 
Saxons, who saw their coun try  and  culture being sw am ped  
by im m igran ts  and  minorities, and  slightly naughty  jokes 
respected  the proprieties of the times (see figure 39). A m er
ican notions abou t m astery  over na tu re  and  the continent 
found expression in an  interest in m ajestic  scenery. As
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i  h j h b

FIGURE 39. Unknown photographer, A Dewy Morning—the 
Farmer's Surprise. Mildly risque images—showing a bit o f leg- 
suited the national taste. (Courtesy o f the Visual Studies Workshop.)

America becam e one country, united by the railroad and  the 
telegraph, people learned to see events in far places as rele
vant to their own lives. Thev learned to be as interested in 
the Chicago Fire and the San Francisco E a r thquake  (even, 
internationally, in the siege of Port Arthur) as they were 
in hom etow n disasters.

In addition, it was probably  easy to learn to enjoy s tereo
graph  viewing because  the activity m eshed  well with several 
a lready conventional American interests. At the height of its 
greatest popularity , most en ter ta inm ent took place in the 
hom e, and  viewing stereo cards  was one way a family, a 
courting  couple, or a group of friends could am use  th e m 
selves. (We look th rough  family a lbum s and see slides of 
friends' vacations that way today.) S tereographs also sy m 
bolized conspicuous consum ption , both in their possession 
and  in the claim to refinement and culture  their use implied. 
Significantly, they provided a m eans  of education  (see figure 
40) at a time when education  was becom ing an increasingly 
im portan t route  of social mobility. (Underwood and Under-



FIGURE 40. Stereoscopes in the schoolroom. One reason for the 
wide popularity o f stereographs was that they fit well into standard 
American activities. For instance, they were widely used for educa
tional purposes during the rapid expansion o f educational facilities. 
(Courtesy o f the Visual Studies Workshop.)
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wood, for instance, p rom oted  their “Travel S ys tem ” by citing 
the schools and  universities that used it as a teaching device 
and  quoting  endorsem en ts  by p rom inen t educators.)

A rt W orld Institu tions
W hen an innovation develops a network of people who 

can coopera te  nationwide, perhaps  even internationally, all 
that is left to do to create an art world is to convince the rest 
of the world  that w hat is being done is art, and  deserves the 
rights and  privileges associated with tha t  status. At any p a r 
ticular time and  place, certain ways of displaying work con
note “a r t ,” while o thers  do not. W ork that aspires to be 
accep ted  as art usually must display a developed aesthetic 
ap p a ra tu s  and  m edia  th rough  which critical discussions can 
take place. Likewise, aspirants  to the s ta tus  of art have to 
dissociate themselves from related crafts  or commercial e n 
terprises. Finally, asp iran ts  construct histories which tie the 
w ork  their  world produces to a lready accepted  arts, and 
em phasize  those elem ents of their pasts which are most 
clearly artistic, while suppressing  less desirable ancestors. 
These processes can be seen clearly in the history of pho tog
raphy  in the United States (Taft, 1938; Newhall, 1964).

Within a few years of D aguerre’s publication  of his m ethod 
for fixing pho tograph ic  images on a metal plate, the United 
States was a ho tbed  of pho tograph ic  activity. Professionals 
offered their services, selling scenic views, portraits, and  
w hatever else custom ers  were willing to pay for. As the da- 
guerrotype w^as replaced by the tintype and  then  by m any 
versions of the negative-positive process, the uses people 
found lo r  pho tography  multiplied. Som e people thought 
the new processes could p roduce  art and  devoted th em 
selves to that a ttem pt. Art pho tographers  have fought ever 
since to be recognized as artists. They have had some of the 
ap p a ra tu s  of an art world but, until recently, not the  recog
nition, and  have worked hard  to produce  the organizational 
e lem ents  that might persuade  o thers  they deserved it. M ak
ing visual artifacts  gave them  a p rim a facie claim to m aking  
art. But tha t was com prom ised  by such ideological p ro b 
lems as “Can art  be m ade  by m achines?” (Christopherson,
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1974a and  1974b) and, m ore  im portantly , by the evident and  
continuing involvem ent of pho tography  in nonartis tic  e n 
terprises. Photography developed a national and in te rn a 
tional art world th rough  the efforts of p ioneers  in the  field, 
w ho  fought free of those en tang lem ents  an d  crea ted  basic 
art world institutions as they did so.

Art pho tography  first had  to cut its ties to the world of 
com m ercia l photography, which constra ined  pho tographers  
to w ork  as craftsm en, assisting the businesses they m ade  
pictures for. A nother source of essentially craft pressures, 
com m only  seen as such by the m ore serious artists p ho tog 
raphers  w an ted  to impress, were the large n u m b e r  of a m a 
teur pho tographers  organized in local cam era  clubs. The 
clubs exhibited m em bers ' work in salons, “established for 
the great n u m b e r  of pho tographers  w ho had  no opportun ity  
to show  their w ork” (Doty, 1978, p. 36). The clubs fostered a 
craft-oriented com petition, explained this way by a c o n tem 
porary  partic ipant in the club world (memorialized in Tice,
1977):

Every month we would have black and white print competi
tion. It was always a challenge to try to win Print-of-the- 
Month, and at the end of the year—get the trophy. That’s what 
kept me in i t . . . .  I did alright in the salons, better than in the 
club competitions. I was a one-star exhibitor, working for 
two when 1 stopped. After you get so many prints accepted in 
international salons, you get a star from P.S.A. You can get 
up to five stars. That’s the maximum. (Tice, 1977, pp. 41, 50)

That view, enforced  by face-to-face criticism of the local 
club, constra ins  the freedom  artists usually insisted on:

My pictures aren't made to please me. They’re tailormade for 
the judges. The only trouble is they don't seem to go for my 
Stuff lately. Whenever I do enter some prints, I hear them 
whispering in the background: “Oh, Artie's trying to make a 
come-back.” I don’t compete much in the club anymore. 
(Tice, 1977, p. 47)

Alfred Stieglitz (Norm an, 1973), a p ioneer of American 
photography, m a d e  the decisive organizational m oves that 
freed art pho tography  from being confused  with the cam era
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clubs. W hen he began, com m ercial photography  tied to a d 
vertising had  hardly  appeared , an d  photography and  jo u r 
nalism were not yet strongly connected. But the salons, 
competitions, and  organizations of essentially a m a te u r  p h o 
tographers  were num erous  and  strong, nationally and inter
nationally. Stieglitz himself, deeply involved as an exhibitor, 
ed itor of the Am erican A m ateur Photographer, and vice-pres
ident of the New York C am era  Club, pushed  for a more 
serious and  artistic approach . His early p ictures drew  on the 
a m a teu r  tradition, but he soon broke with the clubs, partly 
because his own vision ou ts tr ipped  their conventional s tan 
dards  (Doty, 1978, p. 26) and partly because he liked to run 
things w ithout interference from well-meaning am ateurs . 
Free from cam era  club politics, he organized the Photo- 
Sccession (1902), began publication of Camera Work (1903), 
and  opened  a gallery exhibiting pho tographs  as works of 
art (1905). He had already, ten years earlier, begun to make 
the  pho tographs  of the buildings, machines, and  people of 
New York which were to m ake him famous.

In a brief time, then, Stieglitz p roduced  (on a small scale, 
to be sure) m uch  of the institutional paraphernalia  which 
justified pho tography 's  claim to be an art: a gallery in which 
work could be exhibited, a jou rna l  containing fine rep ro 
ductions and  critical com m en ta ry  which provided a m edium  
of com m unica tion  and  publicity, a group of mutually  sup 
portive colleagues, and  a subject m a tte r  and style departing  
definitively from the imitations of painting then in favor (see 
figure 41). Stieglitz, a difficult m an, soon fell out with his 
colleagues of the Photo-Secession. That led to ano ther  im 
portan t step in the consolidation of pho tog raphy’s artistic 
status, the cem enting  o f  connections between pho tographers  
and  the artistic com m unity  of pain ters  and  sculptors. E d 
w ard  Steichen, a lready in close con tac t with Rodin, w hom  he 
had  pho tographed  in his studio, becam e the conduit through 
which first Rodin, then  Matisse, Cezanne, Picasso, and  o ther 
French artists sent their  work to be shown in Stieglitz's gal
lery at 291 Fifth Avenue. Steichen was also responsible for 
Stieglitz exhibiting John  Marin and thus com ing into  contact 
with o ther  to-be-im portant young American pa in ters  like
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FIGURE 41. Alfred Stieglitz, The City of Ambition. Stieglitz de
veloped a distinctive new approach to the technical and symbolic 
problems o f photographing the city. Black-and-white photograph, 
1910. (Courtesy o f the Art Institute o f Chicago.)
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M arsden Hartley  and A rthur Dove. Stieglitz ceased showing 
pho tog raphs  exclusively and filled the gallery with m odern  
drawings, paintings, and  sculpture. He in troduced painters  
and pho tographers  to one another, and taught them  to take 
each o ther 's  work seriously, not in the imitative style of 
the earlier “ painterly" photographers, but in a mutually  
com plem en ta ry  way. The connection, which becam e d o m es
tic in the liaison and  m arriage of Stieglitz and Georgia 
O ’Keeffe, persisted th roughou t Stieglit/.'s long career.

Stieglitz never solved one m a jo r  problem  of an  art world: 
how to organize art work so that people can make a living at 
it. His con tem porar ies  and  successors, if they were to work at 
pho tog raphy  full-time and  be m ore than  cam era  club a m a 
teurs, had to do that. If Stieglitz could not m ake a living 
selling prin ts  as though  they were paintings, no one could, and 
pho tographers  had  to do the work o thers  were willing to pay 
for, craft work which could not s tra ightforw ardly  explore an 
idea or em otion  photographically. Steichen (1963), for in
stance, early learned to do com m ercial portraits; later he 
pho tographed  fashionable w om en in fashionable clothes 
and stage and  movie stars  for Vogue, and still later worked 
for the governm ent (Sekula, 1975). In all of these activities, 
the final p roduct had  to satisfy ex traneous (i.e., alien to the 
developing trad ition  and history of the art) s tan d a rd s—m ake 
the subject of the  portra it  or the clothing look good, or satisfy 
a b u re au c ra t’s or military m a n ’s public relations needs. 
Som e people becam e very ad ep t—Steichen certainly d id—at 
w orking under  such  constraints. But those organizationally 
based  constra in ts  m ade  it virtually impossible for pho tog
raphy  to be m ore than  a m inor  art form, im prisoned in craft 
s tan d a rd s  tied to the necessity of doing som eone else’s busi
ness in o rder  to m ake a living. Art pho tographers  (Rosen- 
blum, 1978), then  and  now, have m ain tained  an uneasy bal
ance between the work they do for o thers  and tha t done for 
them selves (with the exception, relatively recent, of those 
who live by teaching [Adler, 1978]).

Many pho tog raphers  found portra i tu re  the  least com pro 
mising and  distracting paying work. E dw ard  W eston (Mad- 
dow, 1973) relied on it th roughout m ost of his life, though  he
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hated  the necessity of m aking a picture tha t  would please the 
subject (ra ther than  himself), in a sitting of perhaps  an  hour. 
Those were the craft s tandards  he had to escape, s tandards  
enforced  in the loose organization of fee-for-service profes
sional work. W eston did som e things to im prove art world 
institutional organization so tha t artis t-photographers  might 
be able to m ake a living, bu t his accom plishm ents  were less 
impressive than  Stieglitz'. He founded  the f64 group  in San 
Francisco, dedicated  as the nam e suggests to an ideal of 
sharp , c lear pho tographs  ra ther  than  soft-focus, “a r ty '1 ones. 
The organizational form and the  aesthetic goal are both  re m 
iniscent of Stieglitz. He was the first American pho tog
rap h e r  to receive a Guggenheim  Fellowship, a form of 
support which, while it has  never susta ined  any  pho tog
rapher 's  career, has helped m any  of them to do im portan t 
photographic  projects. His influence, passed on by friends, 
sons, disciples, and  imitators, has been enorm ous, especially,
but not solely, on the West Coast.%/ w

Like Stieglitz, W eston helped  connect the aspiring world 
of art pho tography  to established painting. In his case, the 
connection was to the  M exican m uralists . In 1923, he left his 
wife and  family in California and  moved to Mexico with Tina 
Modotti, an o th e r  photographer. The Mexican artistic co m 
m unity  took him in as a b ro ther; he was close to Diego 
Rivera, for one, and  his exhibitions resulted  in sales as well as 
in critical praise.

W hether  it w as the exam ple  and  influence of the m uralists  
or just not having to satisfy the vanity of sitters w ho were 
paying for the ir  pictures, Weston freed himself from the 
conventions of portra it  pho tography  and  m ade  a series of 
revolutionary  unposed  portra its  (two of the best were of 
Orozco and  Rivera). He ignored m any o ther  photographic  
conventions, revitalizing the still life, landscape, and  genre 
picture  as well. In every case, working for himself ra th e r  than  
for a sitter or publisher, W eston m ad e  pictures that in ter
ested established artists from subject m a tte r  that had  b e 
com e trite and  stereotyped. Ignoring c raft  s tan d a rd s  tha t 
were taken  for granted  in favor of s tandards  m ore  com m on  
in the world of high visual art, he developed a style tha t c o m 
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bined a s tern  realism with the symbolic effects of pho to 
graphic tonalities. T hroughout his life, he pho tographed  
his friends and  lovers, dunes an d  rocks, com m on  household 
scenes and  effects, even vegetables, in ways tha t  gained 
the respect of people and  established institu tions in the 
visual arts.

D ocum entary  pho tographers  had  to light the o rgan iza
tional constra in ts  generated  by the agencies for w hom  they 
m ade  photographs, c ither political organizations, usually re
formist an d  left-wing, o r  governm ent agencies, som etim es 
reform ist but m ore often interested in work that had some 
public  relations value (in this differing very little from the 
advertising agencies o th e r  pho tographers  were working for). 
The m ost in teresting instance of overcom ing the  constrain ts  
of such organizational form s w as the photographic  unit Roy 
S tryker c rea ted  for Rex Tugwell’s Farm Security Adminis
tration during  the 1930s (Hurley, 1972). The constra in ts  were 
em bod ied  in the s tanda rd  form at of the governm ent-agencv 
publicity cam paign, with its press kits, canned  news stories, 
an d  accom panying  pho tog raphs  showing what a good job 
the agency had done. Stryker, a pro tege of Rex Tugwell's and 
a quasi-social scientist, ran  bureaucra tic  in terference for 
his pho tographers , letting them  explore subjects  at length, 
w ithout in terference and  without having to com e up with 
p rede te rm ined  im ages of the right point of view. At the sam e 
time, he gave them  a substantia l dose of social science 
thinking abou t w hat they were photographing, which insu 
lated them  against the tendency  to deal in cu rren t s tereo
types of art, politics, or public  relations, and  helped spaw n 
the u n it’s characteristic  docum en ta ry  stvle.

Though the work of the Farm  Security Administration was 
political or scientific or docum en ta ry  in its original intent, 
W alker Evans and  m ost of the o th e r  pho tographers  also 
in tended  to m ake art. Evans knew artists in a variety of 
fields: pa in te r  Ben S hahn  (who jo ined  the unit as a photog
rapher  himself for a short time), poet H art Crane, and  writer 
Jam es  Agee (with w hom  he collaborated on Let Us N ow  
Praise Fam ous M en), am ong  others. His mind, eye, and criti
cal working s tan d a rd s  reflected his m em bersh ip  in that a r 
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tistic com m unity , so he was unwilling to m ake even m ini
mal concessions to the discipline Stryker sought to impose; 
not surprisingly, he soon left the unit. But he stayed long 
enough to let it influence his own work deeply and  to create  a 
style that m ade  pain ters  and  o ther established artists take 
the docum en ta ry  pho tograph  seriously (see figure 42).

An art world, finally, creates a history which shows how  it 
has from its beginnings p roduced  w ork  of artistic merit and 
how  a steady line of developm ent has led inevitably from 
those beginnings to the presen t situation of undoub ted  
ach ievem ent of high-art status. R em em ber tha t in the be
ginnings of any art world an  enorm ous  variety of work is 
p roduced  by a host of local experim enters. H istorians can 
choose selectively from w hat rem ains  of that eno rm ous  res
idue to p roduce  a history tha t validates the presen t s i tua
tion. (K uhn [1962] has  described a similar s ituation in the 
history of science.) At some point in an art w orld ’s develop
ment, such historians ap pea r  and  begin to construct a m ore 
or less official version of the m e d iu m ’s history, ignoring m ost 
of the w ork produced  in the past and concentrating  on a few 
workers and  works which em body  the aesthetic  now re
garded  as appropria te  for such a m edium . American pho tog
raphy found its h istorian in B eaum ont Newhall, cu ra to r  of 
pho tography  at the M useum  of Modern Art in New York, 
whose history of the m edium  (Newhall, 1964) plucked out 
and  canonized a few of the thousands  of experim enters  who 
partic ipated  in the process described earlier. (It is in terest
ing to co m pare  Newhall’s selections with the m uch  m ore  
catholic view of the history of pho tography  presented  by 
a chemist, R obert Taft [1938].)

O ther arts  m aking the transition from an innovation to be 
experim ented  with to a fully developed art world go th rough  
similar transform ations. Having created  the conditions for 
a large body of work to emerge, work which can  be m ade 
and  apprec ia ted  by people outside the local cu lture  which 
spaw ned  it, the  partic ipants  in a new art world develop the 
organizations and  institutions which identify it as art, ra ther  
than  some of the o ther  things it might be. They can  then  
argue to the m em b ers  of o ther art worlds tha t w hat they are



347 ♦ C H A N G E  I N A R T W O R L D S

.♦

FIGURE 42. Walker Evans, Houses and Billboards, Atlanta, 
Georgia, 1936. Walker Evans, working under the constraints o f a 
government agency, created a style that made painters and other 
established artists take documentary photography seriously. Black- 
and-white photograph. (Reproduction courtesy o f the Library of 
Congress.)

doing is art, and  the whole ap p ara tu s  m ay then be incorpo
ra ted  into what that society publicly accepts  as art.

LIMITS AND DECLINE

Art world growth eventually levels off, with a m ax im um  of 
the resources which can be gathered  and  a m ax im um  of the 
people in terested  in participating. Some art worlds reach  this 
peak and  rem ain  there a long time. In the short run, they
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seem perm anen t,  as the world of the novel or the film o r  the 
classical ballet seem s to us now. But nothing, and  that in
cludes art worlds, lasts forever. M any change gradually, in 
ways we have already discussed. Many decline to the point 
w here  we might w an t  to say tha t they have died, a lthough 
few d isappear  completely (as we have seen, institutions p re 
serve vast num bers  of art works for which there are at any 
particu lar time no m akers  and  no audiences).

Since art worlds grow through  the diffusion of bo th  o r 
ganizations and  conventions, anyth ing  which interferes with 
e ither kind of growth limits the growth of art worlds. Class, 
ethnic, regional, sexual, and  national cultures, for example, 
limit the groups to which an art world can com m unica te  its 
works. People who do not know the conventions on which 
an a rt  work depends  canno t coopera te  in its production. 
Films m ay use characters  and plot e lem ents  peculiar to 
one country, so that audiences from elsewhere will not, even 
with the aid of subtitles, appreciate  subtleties and  allusions, 
will perhaps  not even unders tand  the plot at all. Americans, 
for instance, find it ha rd  to follow movies m ade  in India, 
which refer to, and  take for granted, a knowledge of a so
cial organization and  social and  individual problem s most 
Americans know nothing about. Similarly, Brazilian films 
m ake casual references to spirit possession that are m ean ing
less to people from o ther  countries, w ho thereby m ay miss 
crucial e lem ents  of a plot.

The differentiation of a society into subgroups—by e thn ic 
ity, age, sex, and  class, at a m in im um —m akes it likely that 
each  group  will lack som e of the conventional knowledge 
necessary  to unders tand  art works aim ed at som e o ther

V

group. (This topic has been explored thoroughly in Gans, 
1974; Bourdieu et a!., 1965; Bourdieu and  Darbell, 1966; and 
DiMaggio and Useem, 1978.) Ignorance am ong  sizable social 
groups of the conventions which inform  a w ork limits the 
work 's  sp read  to those groups (Bourdieu, 1968), and  that 
limits the growth of the world which produces  the work.

National and  intrasocietal cultural differences do not limit 
the  p roduction  of art works as they do their diffusion. Pro
fessional partic ipants  in art worlds often share  the conven
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tional knowledge of their craft across those lines, and  use 
a professional lingua franca even ii they share  no o ther  
language. So m usicians and  singers can cooperate  in te rna
tionally lo p roduce  operas, and  actors and technicians to 
p roduce  films.

Art worlds decline when som e groups  that knew and  used 
the conventions which inform  their characteristic  w?orks lose 
tha t  knowledge, o r  w hen new personnel canno t be recruited 
to m ain ta in  the w orld ’s activities. S tereography exemplifies 
such a decline. Although some American hom es still had 
stereo cards  and viewers as late as the 1950s, s tereography 
w as by then  an anachron ism  for most people. The Sears 
catalogue for 1927, far from devoting pages to stereo p ro d 
ucts as had  earlier catalogues, has  a three-inch, single-col
um n listing, on a page otherwise devoted to funny disguises, 
dribble glasses, metal crawling bugs, and  “Dandy Little 
S team  Engines."

W hat happened?  The public had not lost its taste for visual 
imagery. This was the era in which picture magazines, films, 
and  eventually television becam e m a jo r  form s of m ass 
com m unication . New ways of satisfying that taste need not 
preclude older forms. If m agazines, films, and television 
coexist, why should s tereographs not have jo ined that e n 
tente? Nor can s tereography  have failed so dram atically  be
cause the purposes  people used it for no longer interested 
them. We use visual imagery m ore  than  ever for educational 
purposes, as the  growth of the educational film and  tele
vision industries, and  the wealth  of pho tographs  in school 
texts, attests. We still use visual m aterials  to keep up with 
events in the larger world and  for hom e en te r ta in m en t (in the 
form  of the pro jected  slides which have partially replaced
the family album).

If these com m onsense  reasons do not explain the decline 
of the  s tereograph, w ha t does? My guess is that s tereography 
failed to change its imagery and  m ach inery  rapidly enough 
to avoid the stigma, deadly in a style-conscious society, of 
being out of date. That change  set in m otion m utually  re in
forcing disintegrative processes, so that the institutions of 
the world  of s tereography began to com e ap a r t  in the sam e
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interlocking way they grew. As sales decreased, m an u fac 
turers ' incentive to invest in p roduct developm ent and to 
m odern ize  the ir  equ ipm en t diminished. They had less cause 
to com m ission new series of views from photographers, and  
increasing reason  to simply milk their existing inventories. 
Pho tographers  tu rned  their a tten tion  and  energy from  this 
dying m arket to o thers  that offered m ore opportunity . Cus
tom ers lost interest in w hat was now quite clearly an o u t
m oded activity.

Decline seldom proceeds to the point of total death. S ter
eographs rem ain  in collections, m usic  rem ains in scores and 
on recordings, even dance (the m ost ephem era l  of the arts) 
rem ains  in m em ories  and  new stagings. Equally im portant, 
m any  arts  and  genres in decline retain the loyalty of those 
who becam e involved in them  at some time in their own 
developm ent. Popular American music changes f requen t
ly—from Dixieland to jazz to big band  swing to  rock, for 
instance. Each  of these types, and  a good m any subtypes, are 
still played and enjoyed today by people who grew up with 
them . Each wave of innovation leaves behind a shelf of sed 
im ent m ade  up of the art m akers  and  art apprec ia to rs  who 
can 't  or w on 't  switch their allegiance to the new wave that 
has taken  over their field.

Art worlds, then, are born, grow, change, and  die. The 
artists w ho w ork in them  have different problem s depending  
on the state  of their world. The kind of work one can m ake 
and  the fate it will have diff er, too. Artistic work lasts w hen  it 
has an  organizational basis that preserves and  protects  it. 
Both com m onsense  and  theoretical aesthetics m ake lasting a 
crucial criterion of artistic greatness, that is to say, of re p u 
tation. So the  final chap te r  brings all the previous analysis to 
bear  on the problem  of repu tation  an d  uses those results to 
assess som e com m on  theories abou t art and society.



11 ♦ Reputation

I have m ade  art worlds my central concern, treating them 
as the p roducers  of art works, looking at their careers, 
workings, and results, ra ther  than at those of individual a r 
tists. That runs coun ter  to com m on sense, and  m ost culti
vated and  learned opinion as well, which treat art work as the 
p roduc ts  of individual artists. We choose such perspectives 
not because  one o r  the o ther is correct, the only p roper  way 
to look at the m atter ,  but because  looking at it one way lets us 
see som eth ing  h idden  in a different perspective. I have p e r
haps  overem phasized  the collective charac te r  of m aking and 
consum ing art, to see w hat could be seen from tha t vantage 
point.

This last chap te r  pushes  that perversity a step further, 
investigating the focus on the repu ta tions  of individual a r 
tists so characteris tic  of lay and  professional thinking. Art 
worlds routinely c rea te  and  use reputations, because they 
have an  interest in individuals and  w hat they have done  and 
can do. Analyzing repu ta tions  will let me sum m arize  the 
various analyses p roposed  earlier. Because every aspect of 
art world activities and  organizations contribu tes  to and 
affects the m aking of reputations  and  their results, d iscuss

351



3 5 2  ♦ R E P U T A T I O N

ing repu ta tion  as a social process easily lends itself to doing 
tha t  job.

Analyzing repu ta tions  will also let m e discuss som e of the 
aesthetic  questions tha t traditionally occupy s tuden ts  in the 
sociology of art. I noted in the Preface that, while I do not 
denigrate  those interests, I in tend to approach  art in a m ore 
conventionally sociological way, looking at the social o rgan i
zation of people w ho work at art and  of the audience which 
responds  to it. I would not try to settle questions of relative 
artistic w orth  by sociological analysis. Nor would I try to 
assess the way social forces and  influences impinge on and 
inform  particu lar  works of art, thus  turn ing sociology into 
a kind of criticism. But the questions, answers, and  a p 
proaches of the previous chap ters  necessarily have some 
relevance to those m atters  (as the earlier chap te r  on aes
thetics, for instance, m akes clear). So I will conclude by 
discussing that relevance, considering the problem  of 
w hat lasts, which works persist (w hatever that m ay m ean) 
and  how an unders tand ing  of lasting (which I will construe  
as a problem  of reputation) affects o u r  unders tand ing  of 
those aesthetic  and critical concerns.

REPUTATION AS PROCESS

Art worlds, in a variety of interw oven activities, routinely 
m ake  and unm ak e  repu ta tions—of works, artists, schools, 
genres, and media. They single out from the m ass  of m ore  or 
less similar work done by m ore  o r  less in terchangeable  peo
ple a few works and  a few m akers  of works of special worth. 
They rew ard  tha t  special w orth  with esteem  and, frequently  
b u t  not necessarily, in m ore  m aterial ways too. They use 
reputations, once made, to organize o ther activities, treating 
things and  people w ith distinguished reputations differently 
from others.

The Theory o f Reputation
It m akes  sense to spend time and  energy assessing and  

com m unica ting  repu ta tions  if you believe in a particular, 
intensely individualistic theory of art and  how it is m ade, but 
not otherwise. The theory goes like this. (1) Specially gifted
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people (2) create  works of exceptional beauty  and  depth  
which (3) express p rofound  hum an  em otions and  cultural 
values. (4) The work 's  special qualities testify to its m a k e r’s 
special gifts, and  the a lready known gifts of the m aker  testify 
to the special qualities of the work. (5) Since the works reveal 
the m aker 's  essential qualities and  worth, all the works tha t 
person makes, bu t no others, should be included in the co r
pus  on which his repu ta t ion  is based.

Note the historically and culturally contingent charac te r  
of this theory. Many societies have never had  such a theory 
(and as a result we know nothing about their artists):

In the Middle Ages the individual artist remains invisible 
behind the corporate facades of church and guild. Greco- 
Roman and Chinese histories alone report in any detail the 
conditions of individual artists' lives. A few names and lines 
of text are all we have about Egyptian dynastic artists. The 
records of the other civilizations of antiquity in America, Af
rica, and India tell nothing of artists’ lives. Yet the archeo
logical record repeatedly shows the presence of connected 
series of rapidly changing manufactures in the cities, and 
slower ones in the provinces and in the countryside, all man
ifesting the presence of persons whom we can call artists. 
(Kubler, 1962, p. 92)

We p resum ab ly  would have known about these artists, had 
we been there, because o u r  theory  of art m akes it im portant 
to know who they are. But W estern societies have not always 
m ade  those distinctions either:

The contested, but dominant, definition that our society 
gives to art and the artist is the fruit of a process of differen
tiation of human activities whose origin can be situated in 
the Renaissance. Beginning in Italy, at the end of the 15th 
Century, the activities of the painter, sculptor and architect, 
considered as radically different from the manual trades, 
achieved the dignity of ‘‘liberal” arts. The artist is no longer an 
artisan, but a creator, a sort of alter dens free from ordinary 
norms; the charismatic representation of the artist merges 
with an aristocratic image of the work of art, unique and 
irreplaceable. We are at the point of departure for the modern 
idea of the creator and the created object.

The second stage coincides with the first industrial revo-
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lution, that of the 18th Century. Beginning with that revolu
tion, the artistic product tended to be defined in opposition to 
the industrial product. The machine is opposed to the hand of 
man, divided work to undivided, the production of a series of 
identical objects to the singularity of the unique object. The 
industrial reality which is translated, in humanistic moral 
philosophy, into the alienation of the assembly line results, in 
the economic order, in the negation of uniqueness, the es
sence of rarety. To show the specificity of their product in 
relation to the products of the artisan and of industry, artists 
tried to remove from their own practice the factor common to 
the other two, the awareness of the utilitarian plan: the phil
osophical theory of art as the finality without any purpose 
justified their survival. By attributing to themselves the mo
nopoly of production of sublime purposelessness and of the 
essential difference (in opposition to the similarity of objects 
in an industrial series or the small difference which allows 
one to distinguish among objects from the same artisanal se
ries) the artists of the 19th Century protected the rarity 
and, through it, the possibility of giving social and economic 
value to the symbolic goods they produced. (Moulin, 1978, 
pp. 241-42, my translation)

In short, the theory of a rt  which m akes it possible and 
w orthw hile  to c rea te  repu ta tions  is not timeless; it arises in 
societies which subscribe  to m ore  general theories e m p h a 
sizing the individual over the collective, and  u n der  particu lar 
social conditions. Having arisen, it can then be exported  to 
and ad op ted  by societies which formerly did not bo ther 
ab o u t  such  things.

The first prem ise of the theory of reputa tion  holds tha t  
artists have special gifts tha t are quite rare. Recall the def
inition S toppard  put into the m outh  of H enry  Carr in Tra
vesties: “An artist is som eone who is gifted in som e way tha t 
enables him to do som ething m ore  or less well which can 
only be done badly or not a t all by som eone w ho is not thus  
gifted" (S toppard , 1975, p. 38). The definition em phasizes 
traits of the m aker  of fine works; it asserts tha t such works do 
not get m ade  accidentally, that m aking great works is not 
som eth ing  anyone could do on a good day, that the works get 
their value from being m ade  by unusual people, of w hom
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there  are not many. If these unusual people do im portan t 
work, then we need to know w ho they are so that we can help 
them  do it, provide them with appropria te  circum stances, 
and  not interfere with them . Moulin (1978) and  m any  o thers  
suggest tha t con tem porary  visual art, following the lead of 
Marcel D ucham p, has  increasingly em phasized the artist 
over the work, insisting in effect that anyth ing  an artist docs 
thereby  becom es art.

Most adheren ts  of the theory, however, do not think that 
everything an artist does is art. On the contrary, they think 
that artists create  w orks—objects or even ts—which are  espe
cially beautiful or profound, works which s tand out from the 
m ass of superficially similar works. The theory recognizes 
that m any  people may, by following the rules which govern 
the m ak ing  of art works, p roduce  creditable  musical perfo r
m ances, readable  novels, and  not entirely uninteresting 
paintings. By following the conventions, such  workers will 
p roduce  work o thers  will recognize as com petent. One might 
thus  write a tragedy, using Aristotle’s Poetics as a guide. Of 
course, tha t  would not necessarily (or even likely) result in an 
im portan t work. The theory holds, however, that people with 
special gifts can m anipu la te  the available conventions, per
haps  change them  or invent new ones, and  so p roduce  works 
which are not just so-so or ho-hum  but, ra ther, are ex trao r
dinary. Those works will s tand  out from the m ass the way 
Dickens' novels s tand out from the thousands  of roughly 
similar w orks p roduced  in n ineteenth-century  England, the 
way the recordings of Louis Arm strong s tand  out from 
thousands  of similar perfo rm ances  by early jazz tru m p e t  
players. They have more, a lot more, of w hatever ch a rac te r 
izes beautiful or p rofound  works than  does m ost work.

A dherents  of the theory do not agree on what these  special 
works have. This question—the "w h a t” that characterizes art 
works and especially great art w orks—divides aestheticians, 
audiences, and  o th e r  art world  participants. In one com m on 
conflict, som e look to a r t  works to be faithful to the world, to 
in terpret and  show it to us in a recognizable and  yet new  way, 
to explain and  m ake us feel the s trength of im portan t 
philosophical concerns  about the m eaning  of life and how
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people should live. Realistic fiction and  painting, d ram a, and 
film which explore ethical, emotional, o r  social problem s 
(docum en tary  photography, for instance) satisfy that de
m and. O thers look to art works to exhibit an  internal o rd e r  of 
superior  interest, to deal with problem s invented within a 
m e d iu m ’s tradition in a new, unexpected, or exciting way. 
Paintings devoted to the problem s of how to depict light or 
volume on a two-dimensional canvas, pho tographs  which 
deal w ith  the paradoxes of visual representation , novels 
which rely on formal sym m etries  for their effect, and  espe
cially music which m anipu la tes  limited sound m aterials ac
cording to accepted  rules in a way which leads us to adm ire  
the inevitability of the w ork ’s construction, all satisfy this 
second dem and.

Many, if not most, aficionados of an  art can  find virtues of 
bo th  kinds in work they admire. They enjoy R enaissance 
portra its  both  for the exploration of timeless h u m an  types 
and  for experim enta tion  with p roblem s of light and  geom 
etry. They adm ire  Dickens for his social analysis, his moral 
indignation, his ability to create unforgettab le  characters, 
and  his skill in formal construction  all at once. Some, m ore  
rigorous in the ir  beliefs, a t tend  only to one  o r  the o ther  set of 
virtues. The “w h a t” of artistic excellence clearly varies from 
time to time and  place to place. We might, in general, say that 
we expect the special works p roduced  by specially gifted 
artists to express and  to create  in their audiences p rofound  
h u m a n  emotions, and  to do tha t (this may be less axiomatic) 
by their connection to fundam en ta l  (perhaps universal) hu 
m an  values and  emotions.

W orks and  m akers  s tand  in reciprocal relation to one 
another. H ow  do we know that artists have special gifts? By 
their works, which produce  special em otional experiences 
and reveal their exceptional skills. But rem em b er  Trollope’s 
experim ent, reported  in the first chapter, in which he u n d e r
took, at the height of his career, to  publish  stories under  an 
assum ed  nam e, and discovered that the Trollope nam e 
crea ted  literary qualities apparen tly  not otherwise d iscern
ible. We shou ldn ’t be cynical about that. If we know tha t a



357 ♦ R E P  U T A T I O N

person of superio r  ability m ade  a work, we pay more careful 
a tten tion  to it, and  thus can see what m ight escape the m ore 
casual inspection we give a w ork from which we expect 
no th ing  special. So we also know works by their makers, 
whose abilities give works a w arran t they would not o th e r
wise have. (It is m ore com plicated than  that. W orks can take 
on a m eaning  because  of the contex t c rea ted  by their m aker 's  
o ther  work; we apprecia te  the e labora te  and  com plicated  
plotting of Dickens’ late novels m ore  by contrast to the  pic
a resque  plots of his earlier works.)

Since we infer a r t is ts ’ underlying but unobservable  talent 
from  the observable  work they produce, and since the ability 
to m ake that inference is a crucial skill for any art world 
partic ipant, we need to m ake it carefully. We want, espe
cially, to base our inference on ad equa te  evidence. The quest 
for adequa te  evidence takes several forms. We w ant to es
tablish the com plete  and  au thentic  canon  of the artist 's  
works, so that we can take into account everything that 
might help us m ake o u r  judgm ent. We w ant to uncover cases 
of plagiarism, so that u^e do not credit an artist with som eone 
else's work. Problem s of a ttr ibu tion  and  authentic ity  also 
arise here.

Since artists know  tha t o ther  art world partic ipan ts  m ake 
repu ta tional inferences from  their work, they try to control 
the work that becom es available for m aking such inferences. 
They destroy w ork they d o n ’t w ant considered, or label it 
"unfin ished” ; if they are lucky, a court  m ay (as French courts 
can) p revent the circulation of work they d o n ’t w an t publicly 
a ttr ibu ted  to them. They distinguish categories of work, as 
co n tem pora ry  pho tog raphers  som etim es distinguish their 
“com m erc ia l” work (not to be considered  in assessing them  
as artists) from their “persona l” work (to be so used), ac 
cording to the seriousness of their intentions in m ak ing  it. 
They revise their work w hen  they can, as Stravinsky and 
H enry  Jam es  did.

The five premises, taken  together, furnish the basis for 
making, m aintaining, and  unm aking  repu ta tions  as ch a rac 
teristic art world activities.
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Levels o f  Reputation
Artists are not the only ones to have reputations. Works 

have reputations, too. “The finest novel of the last ten years ,” 
“the greatest work of South  American fiction,” “one of the 
ten greatest paintings of the twentieth  cen tu ry”—m em bers  of 
art worlds say such things every day. They are not judging 
the people who m ade  the works, b u t  ra ther  how well the 
work deals with the problems, possibilities, and  constraints  
of its genre, of w hat George K ubler (1962) calls a “form- 
class.” They com pare  the work to o thers  like it, m ore  or less 
w ithout reference to who m ad e  it. An otherwise ungifted 
artist, con trary  to the theory of artists' reputations, m ay get 
hot and  m ake one great work. The w ork’s reputa tion  will 
overshadow  its m a k e r ’s. Likewise, a great w ork can  be m ade  
b u t  knowledge of its m aker  be lost or never recorded; Kubler 
m entions this as characteristic  of m any  of the great artistic 
cultures.

Schools develop reputations, m ade  up in part  of the re p u 
tations of the individual artists who belong to them  and  the 
works those m em bers  create. M ethod acting an d  serial 
composition, for instance, have repu ta tions—not necessarily 
universally agreed on—which are based  on b u t  not the sam e 
as the individual repu ta tions  of works and  workers. The rep 
u ta tion  of a school depends  on som e larger a rt  w orld ’s 
assessm ent of the  possibility of creating im portan t work us
ing the conventions characteristic  of the school. Can you 
com pose emotionally  m eaningful music if you accept the 
com plicated  constrain ts  of the twelve-tone system? Can you 
com pose  m usic  that em bodies  your ow n gifts and  sensibility 
by leaving m uch  of w ha t is to be played to chance  operations 
carried on by the perfo rm er on the occasion of each  pe rfo r
m ance?  Art world m em bers  who answ er “n o ” to these ques
tions autom atically  decide the reputations  of all the artists 
w ho  belong to those schools and  all the works based  on those 
theories.

Genres develop reputations, jus t  as schools do, which 
reflect the consensus of the  relevant art world abou t the 
degree to which im portan t works can  be done in them . White
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and  White sum m arize  the doctrine of the Royal Academy of 
Paris on the appropria te  genres for serious painting:

1. Classical and Christian themes are the only proper subject 
matter.
2. Only the most “perfect” forms (as found in classical 
sculpture and the painting of Raphael) should be selected to 
portray such subjects.
3. Only a certain set of “nobly” expressive positions and ges
tures (again classical or high Renaissance in origin) are ap
propriate in the representation of the human figure.
4. The human figure is the highest form and expresses perfect 
“absolute” beauty.
5. Pictorial composition should preserve classical balance, 
harmony, and unity; there should be no jarring elements 
either of form or expression.
6. Drawing is the probity of art. (White and White, 1965, 
pp. 6-7)

Other genres—still life or scenes of the daily life of com m on 
people—could not, in this view, express the noble sentim ents 
which alone could provoke proper artistic experiences in 
viewers.

Finally, m edia have reputations. Some media, such as e a 
sel painting in oils, have the highest possible reputation; they 
are art and  no doubt abou t it. O ther media, such  as weaving 
or glassblowing, have lower reputations as m inor or deco ra 
tive arts. Still o thers  (quiltmaking or whittling) have the rep 
utation of folk arts  o r  (soap operas or rock music) popular 
arts, and  the m edia  of some totally idiosyncratic productions 
(like the W atts Towers) don 't  even have a nam e, let alone a 
reputation. In each case, the reputation  of the m edium  is a 
ju d g m e n t  as to the  possibility of doing serious, im portant, or 
great art in it.

At w hatever level, reputations develop through a process 
of consensus building in the relevant art world. Like all forms 
of consensus, the consensus on reputations, at every level, 
changes from time to time. Base m edia  becom e noble media, 
the greatest work of the twentieth century is superseded  by a 
new discovery (as are the greatest works of earlier centuries),
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genres fall out of favor, and artists thought second-rate  rise in 
favor as s tars  fall.

Reputation and A rt World
The theory of repu tation  says that reputations are based 

on works. But, in fact, the repu ta tions  of artists, works, and  
the rest result from the collective activity of art worlds. If we 
review the m ajo r  activities of art worlds from this point of 
view, we can see how they all contribu te  to and  depend  on 
the m aking of reputations.

For repu ta tions  to arise and  persist, critics and  aestheti
cians m ust establish theories of art and  criteria by which art, 
good art, and  great art can be distinguished and  identified. 
W ithout those criteria, no one could m ake the judgm en ts  of 
works, genres, or m edia  on which the judgm en ts  of artists 
depend . R em em ber  D an to ’s aphorism : “To see som eth ing  as 
art requires som eth ing  the eye cannot descry—an a tm o 
sphere  of artistic theory, a knowledge of the history of art: an 
artw orld"  (Danto, 1964, p. 580). Likewise, h istorians and  
scholars m ust establish the canon of au then tica ted  works 
which can  be a ttr ibu ted  to an artist, so that the  rest of us can 
base ou r  judgm en ts  on the appropria te  evidence. The distri
bution system relies on these scholarly judgm en ts  to ratify its 
choices of w hat to distribute  (and at w hat price):

The two major facts which introduce, at the level of the supply 
[of classical paintings], guarantees of rarity and quality are 
the following. Each work put on sale is singular and irreplace
able: it is the unique product of the undivided labor of a 
unique creator. The authenticity and the originality, as well as 
the quality of works, arc guaranteed by a corps of specialists, 
the historians of art. (Moulin, 1978, pp. 242-43, my translation)

Partic ipants  in the distribution system help shape  the work 
by setting the conditions d is tributable  works m ust m eet— 
sculp tures  tha t  are not too heavy for m useum  floors to bear, 
m usical works not too long for audiences to sit through. 
Som e go fa rther than  that, taking an active role (as did the 
pa trons  of Italian Renaissance painters) in the  design of the 
work. The state  guaran tees  the right to control publication or 
d istribution  of wrork, which allows artists to control the co r
pus of w hat is coun ted  as the ir  oeuvre.
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Since reputa tions, though m ade  by the cooperative activ
ity ol art world m em bers , do depend  on the works m ade  by 
artists, w hatever contributes  to the m aking of the works 
affects reputa tions, directly or indirectly. Fellow artists c re
ate a tradition, a world of conventional discourse, a gallery 
of exem plars  to be im itated, conversed  with, or rebelled 
against, a context of o ther works in which any particu lar 
work m akes sense and gets m eaning:

Every important work of art can be regarded both as a 
historical event and as a hard-won solution to some prob
lem. . . . any solution points to the existence of some prob
lem to which there have been other solutions . . .  other so
lutions to this problem will most likely be invented to follow 
the one now in view. As the solutions accumulate, the problem 
alters. (Kubler, 1962, p. 33)

M any o ther people, especially but not only those whose 
job  is editing, help the artist m ake the innum erab le  choices 
that shape  the work, and  m ake  som e of them  w hether  the 
artist w ants  their help or not. R eputations grow out of the 
way the art w orld  assesses the relation between w hat an 
artist has done  and  w hat o thers  doing similar work have 
done; the repu ta tional process systematically ignores, by 
accepting  the theory of reputation, the contributions of 
o thers  to the works on which repu ta tions  arc based.

Audiences, finally, recognizing the skillful use of conven
tional m eans  and  experiencing em otions and  insights a t tr ib 
u table  to tha t  skillful use, put the theory into practice and 
accep t the inferences and  conclusions about the m aker  sug
gested by what they know  o f the work.

All these partic ipan ts  in art worlds p roduce  the c ircum 
stances in which artists define the p roblem s they w ork  on 
and  find the  solutions, em bodied  in works, which contribute, 
for good or bad, to their reputations. Kubler points  out tha t  
the stage of an artistic p rob lem 's  developm ent, and  the o r 
ganization of the su rround ing  society, together define an 
a r t is t’s opportun ities  to engage in one or ano ther  kind of 
artistic endeavor. He describes, for instance:

the slow-paced, patient painters, such as Claude Lorrain and 
Paul Cezanne, whose lives contain only one real problem.
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Both men were alike in their dedication to the portrayal of 
landscape.. . .  The type nourishes only in those urbane peri
ods when the ascendancy of special vocations allows persons 
of ruminative tendency the leisure to achieve their difficult 
varieties of excellence. (Kubler, 1962, p. 87)

On the o ther  hand , o ther  periods provide the  setting for:

versatile men. Their entrances may occur at either of two 
junctures, of social or technical renovation.. . .  Such mo
ments in the history of things occur when new techniques 
suddenly require all experience to assume their mold. Direc
tors of cinema, radio, and television have thus transformed 
our world in this century The other moment for the ap
pearance of the versatile men occurs when a whole society 
has been resettled along new lines of force after great up
heavals, when for a century or two the endlessly compli
cated consequences, implications, and derivations of novel 
existential assumptions must be set in order and exploited. 
(Kubler, 1962, pp. 87-88)

By creating the  c ircum stances tha t  favor one or an o th e r  kind 
of career  and  achievem ent, art world partic ipan ts—here 
conceived on the largest scale as including all the m em bers  
of a society—define the possibilities for m aking a reputation.

All the coopera tion  which produces art works, then, also 
p roduces  the repu ta tions  of works, makers, schools, genres 
an d  m ed ia—repu ta tions  which are a sho rthand  for how good 
the individual work is as one of its kind, how gifted the artist 
is, w he ther  or not a school is on a fruitful track, and  w hether 
genres an d  m edia  are art at all.

Art worlds vary in size, as we have seen, from  small, local, 
esoteric g roups  to large, inclusive, international ones. You 
canno t have the sam e kind of repu ta tion  in such different 
organizations, and  some of them  m ake it difficult to put the 
theory of reputa tion  into practice. Consider the difficulties 
which arise from the peculiarities of some distribution sys
tems. The theory  assum es som eth ing  like the condition of 
perfect inform ation  in the definition of perfect econom ic 
com petition, tha t  everyone whose opinion affects the for
m ation  of repu ta tions  has  access to and  knowledge of all the
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w ork  relevant to his judgm ents . He has heard  every piece of 
music, read  every novel or poem , seen every play or film. 
Som e large in ternational art worlds—perhaps  the worlds 
of grand  opera  o r  the  feature film—approach  this. Every
one w ho is in terested  hears or sees everything of interest 
(w hether the original perfo rm ance  or a recording), knows 
every work of every worker, and  can m ake  tru ly  informed 
judgm ents .

In m any  art worlds, however, the m echan ism  for weeding 
things out, so that in form ed people need concern  themselves 
only with w ha t is truly im portan t to them , does not work very 
well. There is too m uch  material, too m uch work, too m any 
people  to consider. The assum ption  of perfect information 
m akes no sense. An inform ed observer of Am erican literary 
m agazines (Anania, 1978, pp. 8-9) estim ates that at least 
fifteen h u n d red  such  magazines, contain ing original fiction, 
poetry, and  criticism, were being published in the United 
States in 1978. Of those, “A few—just two or th ree—have 
circulations of abou t 10,000.. . .  Most are prin ted  in runs  of 
less than  2,000 copies, and  m any  have fewer than  a hundred  
readers."  No one can read all that. No one does. As a re
sult, con tem porary  writers published by little magazines 
canno t achieve repu ta tions  tha t have wide currency  and 
thus  rep resen t the consensus of a m a jo r  art world, even 
though  literature and  poetry are undeniably  m a jo r  arts  of 
in ternational scope. That writers do not achieve m a jo r  re p 
u ta tions  does not m ean that no one is doing work that would, 
by the s tan d a rd s  of those worlds, deserve such reputations, 
only tha t the  w orld 's  d istribution system does not let partici
pan ts  know w hat they need to to m ake the com parisons 
that would allow credible judgm ents . That creates a painful 
d ilem m a for writers. The proliferation of m agazines makes 
possible the publication of m u ch  m ore  m ateria l th an  would 
otherw ise  ever be publicly available, but it p revents  writers 
achieving the m ajo r  repu ta tions  they would like, even 
though  w hatever m inor repu ta tions  the present situation 
gives them  is m ore  than  the  nothing they would probably  
have otherwise.

A nother difficulty arising from  distribution system s co n 
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cerns language. Music and  visual art use languages tha t can, 
in som e m eaningful sense, be called international. But liter
a tu re  uses one of the w orld ’s languages, few of which are 
m utually  intelligible. In practice, only a few Indo-E uropean  
languages are know n in enough countries tha t literature 
w ritten  in them  has any chance  of being considered in the 
global judgm ents  which create  international literary re p 
utations. A novelist who writes in French or Spanish  will 
be  read m ore  widely and have a better chance  for an  in ter
national repu ta tion  than  one who writes in Portuguese, let 
alone one who writes in Hindi, Tamil, or Swahili. The latter 
languages are read  by millions of people, bu t not by the 
people who m ake  in ternational literary reputations. The N o
bel Prize com m ittee  in literature periodically aw ards the 
prize to som eone who writes in a m inor language and  whose 
work is not widely known th rough  translation into one of the 
E u ro p ean  languages, bu t tha t  seldom changes the situation 
very m uch. They m ay aw ard  the prize to  an Icelandic novel
ist, bu t m ost m em bers  of the in ternational audience do not 
read  Icelandic and  probably  never will, so tha t the  aw ard  is 
a gesture w ithout consequence  in the world of literature. 
If your linguistic com m unity  is small or un im portan t,  you 
canno t have a m ajo r  reputation.

R eputations, resulting from the cooperative activities of 
partic ipants  in worlds of varying size, thus depend  on, bu t do 
not autom atically  reflect, the qualities of a r t  works as p e r
ceived and  judged  by those partic ipants. That would only be 
true  if we supposed  tha t  art worlds detected  those qualities 
infallibly, never m ade  a mistake, and  never overlooked 
w orthw hile  contenders. The evidence that tha t  is not true 
abounds;  m uch  of the  discussion in earlier chap te rs  a d 
dresses tha t point. The sam e evidence, just sum m arized  so 
briefly, m akes clear tha t crucial com ponen ts  of the theory of 
repu ta t ion  are factually incorrect, especially those portions 
which ascribe the undivided responsibility and  the praise or 
b lam e for the results to the artist acting alone, ignoring the 
contribu tions of all the o thers  I have taken so m uch  space to 
detail. We praise Picasso, not M. Tuttin who prin ted  his “im 
possible" ideas, and  Trollope ra th e r  than  the old m anservan t 
w ho woke him at 5:30 with hot coffee. We would feel foolish
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if we did otherwise. As partic ipan ts  of one sort or ano ther  in 
all these a rt  worlds, we necessarily share  the beliefs on which 
collective action in them  is based. But, analytically, we rec
ognize tha t these are choices from a range of possibilities, 
choices whose sense is ratified by the adherence  of a rt  world 
partic ipan ts  to the prem ises on which they are based.

WHAT LASTS?

Most theories  of aesthetics and  the m ore traditional ver
sions of the sociology of art insist on the possibility and  the 
necessity of m aking judgm en ts  of quality abou t art works. 
They m ake  reasoned  a rgum en ts  abou t how work of excep
tional value can be distinguished from the ord inary  and  in
sist that tha t distinction m ust be the cornerstone of any 
ra tional or serious investigation of art as h u m a n  activity. If 
art expresses basic cultural values or h u m an  emotions, some 
art will do tha t  be tter  than  o ther  art and  will therefore  be 
w hat ough t to be studied  to unders tand  what is genetically 
true  of the phenom enon . Such an investigation might model 
itself on Aristotle's Poetics, taking the best specim ens of a 
genre  and inspecting them  to see w hat they have in com m on. 
Traditional sociologists of art (e.g., Lowenthal, 1957; Lukacs, 
1964; G oldm ann, 1964, 1967) typically believe tha t to study 
the “close relationship betw een literary creation and  social 
and  historical rea l i ty . . . .  the very peaks of literary creation 
m ay  not only be studied quite  as well as average works, but 
are even found to be particularly  suitable" (G oldm ann, 1967, 
p. 495).

But which w orks are better? To identify them  by their 
congruence  with the theory tha t is to explain them begs the 
question. Recognizing that, the com m on  solution to the 
p rob lem  of identifying w hat is best is to appeal to com m on 
sense and  collective experience, to w hat “everyone knows." 
W hat everyone knows—it is a fact of com m on observation—is 
tha t  some works have lasted for years, centuries, even mil
lennia. W hat lasting consists of is not very clear. It does not 
refer to simple physical survival, bu t ra th e r  to continued 
apprecia tion  by large num bers  of people. It is not u n reaso n 
able to see lasting as a phenom enon  of reputation . That is, a
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w ork tha t lasts is a w ork tha t  has a good repu ta tion  for a long 
time.

The appeal to w hat lasts as a way of identifying great a r t  is 
an  a rgum en t against applying relativism to the evaluation of 
a rt  works. It adm its  the reputa tional process we have been 
concerned  with, and  sees tha t repu ta tions  tha t  last are a 
p roduc t  of consensus and  that the consensus arises th rough  
an historical process. It adm its  all tha t  because  it insists on a 
version of the theory  of repu ta tion  tha t  m akes all that, if true, 
irrelevant.

The theory tha t  explains w hat lasts is a theory  of univer
s a l .  Aestheticians and  analysts  of art often wish to find 
cultural universals—m odes of responding  to art works that 
transcend  particu lar cultures, and  form s of art tha t evoke 
the  sam e response, w hatever and  w henever they occur. If 
Shakespeare  is adm ired  in every country  in which his plays 
are p roduced , the  a rgum en t goes, it m ust be because  the 
plays touch som eth ing  so deep in hum an  experience tha t 
everyone is vulnerable  to them . In this view, works develop a 
lasting repu ta tion  because, with all the vagaries and con tin 
gencies of art world operation  and  reputation-build ing p roc
esses, som e works always develop a repu tation  for having 
the  highest quality. The reputa tional process occurs, but 
p roduces  the sam e result everywhere. If that is true, then  it 
m ust be due  to som e quality  inheren t in the work in teracting 
with som e fundam enta l and  culturally un touched  feature  of 
h u m a n  psychology and  experience. Reputation, then, how 
ever p roduced , identifies works of real value if one is in ter
ested in aesthetics, works which explore historical and  social 
reality in an  exceptional way if one is a traditional sociologist 
of art.

We canno t say tha t this theory  is incorrect and  can  be 
proved false. But ne ither can anyone prove it true, and  m uch  
o f  the m ateria l p resen ted  earlier casts doub t on it, m aking 
analyses based  on the prem ise suspect. The following a rgu
m en ts  cast doub t b u t  do not disprove. If you think the theory 
correct until proved false, it will rem ain  valid for you; if you 
think it false if there  are doub ts  abou t it, you will have reason 
to re ject it. I am  less concerned  with the relevance of these 
a rgum en ts  for aesthetics than  for the  sociological analyses
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which take works of art to em body  and reflect fundam enta l  
values or em phases  of a culture, so that their  analysis can 
reveal the culture and  can sim ultaneously  show that society, 
in the largest sense, affects their fundam enta l  em phases  and  
character.

One doub t arises because art works last for o ther  reasons 
besides being universally appreciated . Many works continue 
to enjoy high repute, not because anyone actively ap p re 
ciates them , certainly not because large num bers  of people 
actively apprec ia te  them, b u t  ra th e r  because they are his
torically im portan t. Bakhtin points out that “of all the great 
writers of world literature, Rabelais is the least popular, the 
least unders tood  and  apprec ia ted"  (Bakhtin, 1968, p. 1), that 
no one reads  him because no one enjoys him, and  no one 
enjoys him because readers don 't  unders tand  w hat he is 
ab o u t—the dethroning  of pre-Renaissance au thoritarian ism  
through the use of the unofficial language of laughter and 
the m arketp lace  to say w hat couldn 't  otherwise be said— 
an d  w ou ldn ’t enjoy som eth ing  so alien to their own culture 
and  experience if they did und e rs tan d  the point. Moulin simi
larly points out that m any paintings by Old Masters enjoy a 
good repu ta tion  today not because  people think they are p a r 
ticularly good—in fact, the cyclical revisions of critical th ink
ing guaran tee  tha t such repu ta tions  will move up or down 
periodically—but because they are “historically im portan t,"  
an  im portance  they do not lose w hen tastes change. History 
is still history (Moulin, 1967, pp. 431-32).

A larger p rob lem  has to do, not with w ha t the re p u ta 
tion-m aking process selects, but ra th e r  with w hat it leaves 
out. As we have seen earlier, art worlds engage in a con tin 
uous process of selection, looking over possibilities and  in
corpora ting  some of them, w eeding out some people and 
things formerly, but no longer, thought well of. But these 
repu ta tional changes happen  largely to works which m ore  or 
less app rox im ate  the s tan d a rd  practice of the art world. A 
m uch  m ore  crucial selection takes place when art worlds fail 
to notice w ork crea ted  by o thers  besides integrated profes
sionals. Mavericks are sufficiently near  to art world practice, 
and  sufficiently in terested in calling the attention of the art 
world to what they do, tha t art worlds som etim es eventually
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incorpora te  their work, assimilating them  af te r  the fact of 
w ha t they have done ra ther  than  during its making. But art 
worlds seldom incorporate  naive or folk artists into their 
ranks. W hat those people do is often too different, both  in 
conception  and  in form, from the art world 's s tanda rd  p rac
tice to be assimilable. It is stigmatized, as well, as being too 
crazy o r  eccentric  to be taken seriously o r  as being too 
connec ted  with the everyday life of com m on  people to be 
t rea ted  as the special work of gifted people called for by the 
theory  of reputation . The w ork of naive artists m ay exhibit 
special gifts, b u t  it does not ordinarily  speak to m any  people, 
being too private. The work of folk artists speaks to many, 
b u t  is too com m onplace  to be anyth ing  special.

As a result, the process of selection th rough  which art 
worlds opera te  and  art repu ta tions  are m ade  leaves out m ost 
of the works which m ight be, u n d e r  o ther  p rocedures  of 
definition and  selection, included in the co rpus  of w hat is 
recognized as art, good or com peten t art, and  great art. The 
reevaluations of work which take place at o th e r  times or 
th rough  the efforts of people from elsewhere show tha t the 
con ten t o f  the “art"  category is in fact contingent, not so 
m uch  because  Shakespeare 's  repu ta tion  varies, as because 
m ost of the Ferd inand  Chevals and  Simon Rodias, the Con
lon N ancarrow s and  o ther  u n h ea rd  com posers, the quilt
m akers  an d  p easan t  cart decora tors  are left out; for everyone 
we eventually hear  of, h und reds  never com e to an yo ne’s 
a tten tion  an d  never get coun ted  in.

Theories which find evidence of a society's values and 
cultural em phases  in its art, then, really find tha t  evidence in 
the  a rt  which survives a com plicated and  historically vari
able process of selection and  repu tation  making. W ould such 
theories find the sam e result if they considered all the art 
m ade  in a society? Perhaps. But tha t proposition needs to be 
explored ra th e r  than  accepted  on faith.

ART AND SOCIETY

There is ano the r  way to th ink abou t the relation betw een 
a rt  and  society. W hat I have said here abou t art worlds both
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arises from a m ore  general theoretical orientation tow ard  the 
s tudy of society and  contribu tes  to the developm ent of that 
orientation. W hat I have said abou t art worlds can be said 
abou t any kind of social world, w hen put m ore  generally; 
ways o f  talking abou t art, generalized, are ways of talking 
ab o u t  society and  social process generally. Let m e conclude 
by m aking the parallels and  lessons explicit.

If we focus on a specific art work, we can usefully th ink of 
social organization as the network of people w ho cooperate  
to p roduce  that work. We see that the sam e people often 
coopera te  repeatedly, even routinely, in similar ways to p ro 
duce  similar works. They organize their cooperation  by re 
ferring to the conventions cu rren t am ong people who p a r 
ticipate in the p roduction  and consum ption  of such works. 
If the sam e people do not actually act toge ther in every 
case, their rep lacem ents  also know, and  are proficient in the 
use of, the sam e conventions, so that the cooperation can go 
on w ithout difficulty. Conventions m ake collective action 
sim pler and  less costly in time, energy, and o ther resources; 
yet they do not m ake unconventional w ork impossible, only 
m ore  costly and  m ore difficult. Change can occur, and  often 
does, w henever som eone devises a way to ga the r  the g reater 
resources required. Thus, conventional m odes of coopera 
tion and collective action need not persist, because  people 
constantly  devise new m odes  of action and discover the re
sources necessary to pul them  into practice.

To say all this goes beyond the assertion tha t art is social 
and beyond dem onstra tions  of the congruence between 
form s of social organization and  artistic styles or subjects. It 
shows tha t art is social in being created by netw orks of 
people acting together, and  proposes a fram ew ork for the 
s tudy of differing m odes of collective action, m ediated  by 
accep ted  or newly developed conventions. It puts  some t ra 
ditional questions  in the field in a context in which their 
similarity to o ther  form s of collective action can be used  for 
com para tive  theoretical work.

The discussion of art as collective action reflects a general 
app roach  to the  analysis of social organization. We can focus 
on any event (a general te rm  which encom passes  as a special
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case the production  of an  art work) and  look for the netw ork 
of people, how ever large or extended, whose collective activ
ity m ade  it possible for the event to occur as it did. We can 
look for netw orks whose cooperative activity recurs or has 
becom e routine and  can specify the  conventions by which 
their  constituent m em bers  coordinate  their separa te  lines of 
action.

We can  use such term s as social organization  or social 
structure  as a m etaphorica l way of referring to those recu r
ring netw orks and  their activities. In doing so, however, we 
should not forget tha t  they are m etaphors  and  inadvertently  
assert as a fact implied in the m e tap h o r  w hat can only be 
d iscovered th rough  research. W hen sociologists speak of 
social s truc ture  or social systems, the  m e tap h o r  implies 
(though its u ser  ne ither proves no r  argues the point) tha t  the 
collective action involved occurs regularly or often (the 
qualifier, being implicit, is nonspecific) and, further, tha t  the 
people involved act together to p roduce  a large variety of 
events. But we should recognize generally, as the empirical 
m aterials  require  us to do in the s tudy of the arts, that 
w hether  a m ode  of collective action is recu rren t or routine 
enough to w arran t  such description needs to be decided by 
investigation, not definition. Som e form s of collective action 
recu r  often, o thers  occasionally, m any  seldom. Similarly, 
people w ho  partic ipate  in the netw ork tha t p roduces  one 
event o r  kind of event m ay not act together to p roduce  o ther 
events or art works. That question, too, m ust be decided by 
investigation.

Collective actions and  the events they p roduce  are the 
basic unit of sociological investigation. Social organization 
consists of the  special case in which the sam e people act 
together to p roduce  a variety of different events in a recu r
ring way. Social organization (and its cognates) are not only 
concepts, then, but also em pirical findings. W hether we 
speak of the collective acts of a few people (a family or a 
friendship) or of those of a m uch  larger n u m b er  (a profession 
or a class system), we always need to ask exactly w ho is 
acting together to p roduce  w hat events. To pursue  the gen
eral version of the theory developed for artistic activities, we
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can s tudy  social organizations of all kinds by looking for the 
netw orks responsible  for p roducing  specific events, the 
overlaps am ong  such cooperative networks, the way partic i
pan ts  use conventions to coordinate  their activities, how ex
isting conventions sim ultaneously  m ake  coordinated  action 
possible and  limit the form s it can take, and  how the  de
velopm ent of new form s of acquiring  resources m akes 
change possible. (O ther s ta tem en ts  of this point of view can 
be found  in the writings of, am ong  others, Simmel [1898], 
Park [1950, 1952, 1955], B lum er [1966], and  Hughes [1971], 
especially pp. 5-13 and 52-64].)

Similarly, the four m odes  of being oriented to an art 
w orld—as in tegra ted  professional, maverick, folk artist, or 
naive artis t—suggest a general schem e for in terpreting the 
w ay  people  can  be oriented to any kind of social world, 
w hatever its focus or its conventional round  of collective 
activities. Insofar as the world has  built up routine and  
conventional ways of carrying on those activities its 
m em b ers  usually engage in, people can partic ipate  in it as 
fully com peten t m em bers  who know how to do easily and 
well w hatever needs to be done. Most of w hat is done in that 
world  will be done by people like th a t—the generalized a n a 
logue of in tegrated  professionals. If the activity is one tha t 
every m e m b er  of the society, or every m em b er  of som e large 
subcategory, engages in, the folk artist m ay provide a closer 
analogue. Som e people, knowing w hat is conventional, will 
nevertheless choose to behave differently, with predictable  
ensuing difficulties. Som e few of the innovations such people 
p ropose  m ay be taken  up by the larger world from which 
they have differed, tu rn ing  them  (at least in retrospect) into 
honored  innovators  ra ther  than  cranks. Som e will not know 
of the  world 's  existence or care  m uch  abou t it, and  will invent 
the whole thing for them selves—the generalized version of 
the naive artist.

In this way, we m ight say (with ra ther  m ore  w arran t than  it 
is usually said) tha t  the world of art m irrors  society at large.
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"Maybe the years I spent playing the piano in taverns in Chicago and 
elsewhere led me to believe that the people who did that mundane work 
were as important to an understanding of art as the better-known players 
who produced the recognized classics of jazz. Growing up in Chicago— 
where Louis Sullivan's democratic philosophy was embodied in the sky
scrapers of the downtown 1 loved to prowl around and Moholy-Nagy's 
Institute of Design gave a Midwestern home to the refugee Bauhaus* 
concern for the craft in art—may have led me to think that the craftsmen 
who help make art works are as important as the people who conceive 
them. My rebellious temperament may be the cause of a congenital 
antielitism. learning the Chicago tradition" of sociology from Everett C. 
Hughes and Herbert Blumcr surely led to a skepticism about conventional 
definitions of the objects of sociological study.

All those things had a part in forming the attitudes of this book.. . .  I 
have treated art as the work some people do, and have been more concerned 
with patterns of cooperation among the people who make the works than 
with the works themselves or with those conventionally defined as their
creators That has inevitably meant treating art as not so very different
from other kinds of work, and treating people defined as artists as not so 
very different from other kinds of workers, especially the other workers 
who participate in the making of art works.

"The idea of an art world forms the backbone of my analysis. Art world’ 
is commonly used by writers on the arts in a loose and metaphoric way, 
mostly to refer to the most fashionable people associated with those 
newsworthy objects and events that command astronomical prices. I have 
used the term in a more technical way, to denote the network of people 
whose cooperative activity, organized via their joint knowledge of conven
tional means of doing things, produces the kind of art work that art world is 
noted for.
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