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Combining an economic perspective with sociological and
historic insights, this book investigates the separation of ‘popular’
and ‘serious’ art over a period of almost two centuries. As the
boundaries between our perceptions of established art and popular
become more porous, Abbing considers questions such as: Who
benefitted from the separation? Why is exclusivity in the
established arts so important? Did exclusivity lead to high cost, high
subsidies and high prices? Were and are underprivileged groups
excluded from art consumption and production? How did popular
music become so successful in the second half of the twentieth
century? Why does the art profession remain extraordinarily
attractive for youngsters in spite of low incomes? The book also
discusses the evolution of art in the twenty-first century,
considering for example how the platform economy affects the arts,
whether or not the established arts are joining the entertainment
industry, and the current level of diversity in art. Written from the
dual perspective of the author as an artist and social scientist, the
book will be of interest for cultural economists and academics as
well as artists and general readers interested in art.
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2. Preface

(Same as in the frontmatter of the book which is freely accessible:
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-18648-6)

This book is the result of a long-term project on which I have,
on and off, been working for almost 20 years. This already led to
some earlier publications. It remains an ongoing project and I also
regard this book as a work in progress. The book’s last chapter is
totally new and looks at the state of the arts in the twenty-first
century with special attention paid to the platform economy. This
was an exciting chapter to write and it would be nice to write a
sequel with the help of a younger co-author.

The same as a painter is “in” his painting, [ am in this book. My
present self is in this book as is my past self—or rather selves. My
socialisation growing up was mixed. I internalised the norms of the
social group of intellectuals my parents belonged to, but also of the
“simple” people on the farms where [ worked beginning at the age
of 12, through my teens. I loved the "inferior” art on their walls and
the folk music they listened to.
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[ also liked the classical music in the concert halls and paintings
in the museums my parents took me to. [ learned to play the
soprano recorder, played Telemann sonatas and for a while I played
in a youth orchestra. Later on, [ started reading serious books such
as the novels of Dostoyevsky. And friends took me to the theatre
and opera.

My socialisation was mixed and this contributed to my interest
in both serious and popular art. In the stages of my life that
followed, I began mixing a variety of studies: sociology, economics
and the visual arts, even- tually getting a degree in the latter two. At
the same time, I learned to build amplifiers and served as the
technician and soundman for a pop group. Eventually, [ became a
visual artist as well as a professor in art sociology.

The kind of socialisation 1 experienced growing up,
characterised by a mix of cultural influences and a broad variety of
interests and occupations, has both costs and benefits. As a result, I
think [ am good at perceiving and describing the bigger picture of
the economies and the sociology of serious and popular art, and I
hope this is evident in this book. But I am less good at writing in-
depth articles on specific topics. I prefer to leave that to others and
employ their empirical research for projects such as this book. I
also use the M.A. theses of my students, while my own research
consists mainly of participatory observation and interviews with
experts.

To liven up this text, [ used my own experiences as an artist
and began most sections in this book with an anecdote. The
anecdotes are by my main character Anna, a visual artist.
Sometimes she is my alter ego, while at other times she is the voice
of an artist and art lover acquaintance.

By the age of 25, my early enthusiasm for serious art began to
dwindle. I no longer appreciated the sombre atmosphere in the
concert halls and museums and the snobbishness of many of the
visitors, most of whom looked down on popular art. This began to
influence my writing. Emotions can stimulate creativity, in both art
and science. | hope that this shows from the text.

As 1 grew older and I was introduced to new and exciting
develop- ments in both the established and popular arts, I became



increasingly interested in their histories. How did this disdain for
popular art come about? And how did we end up where we are
today? I also wondered: can we not get a better understanding of
what is going on currently by examining developments that have
been taking place since the late nine- teenth century? I think the
answer is a solid “yes”, and I hope that after you have read this
book, you will agree.

Not unlike my earlier books and, in particular, my book Why
are Artists Poor, I have chosen a relatively informal writing style
that will be taken seriously by academics and students alike while
also being accessible and interesting to a more general readership
that includes artists, art students and art lovers. Enjoy.

3. Summary
(Same texts as on the publishers page which are freely accessible:
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-18648-6)

Chapterl. Introduction

This introduction sets the stage for the five chapters that
follow. I demonstrate how the notion of what is and what is not art
has narrowed over the centuries. I explain what I mean by “the
main period of serious art”, which runs roughly from 1880 to 1980.
During this period, art was serious and deep, while popular art was
not even considered art. The art ethos of this period consisted of
beliefs, moral convictions and norms such as the notion that art and
artists must be autonomous and commerce is bad. [ elaborate on
the concepts of artworld, serious art, popular art, symbolic and
social boundaries and social classes. 1 also explain how I
operationalise the concept of serious art. In the main period of
serious art, this art enters, what I call, art buildings (traditional
prestigious museums and concert halls), while popular art is denied
access. Art is often useful. This is what economists expect. But it
contradicts the notion of “art for art’s sake”. I discuss this and
related issues in a more philosophical section where I argue against
the essentialist notion of art and show that Kant’s notion of
purposeful purposelessness makes no sense.
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Chapter 2.

In the past, there was no difference between popular and
serious art. This changed in the second half of the nineteenth
century when certain artforms began to be distinguished as true
art. The mingling of serious and popular art became taboo and a
serious art etiquette became de rigueur. Nonprofits were
established as well as an art heritage. Respect for serious art
flourished during the main period of serious art.

The establishment of guilds led to changes in the governance of
art and artists including the introduction of quality standards and
organised art education. Major art academies also played an
important role during this period. Eventually, the roles of
governments and artworld representatives began to dominate.
These institutions all indirectly controlled the numbers of
professional artists. This continues to the present day, albeit in
more disguised forms.

In the 1950s, public and private funding became essential. This
necessitated increased justifications for support of the arts, which
evolved over time. Governments, large donors and arts
organisations cooperated in the distribution of funds.

[ also pay attention to the notion of so-called restricted
production and how innovation is fostered in the serious arts
compared to the popular arts.

Chapter 3. Authentic Art and Artists

In the arts, both nominal and expressive authenticity are
considered important. Artists and art lovers believe in the ideal of
expressive authenticity. In the second half of the twentieth century,
both authenticity and informalisation become essential components
of the arts for almost everybody. The young consider the etiquette
demanded at serious art events stifling. They shun these events and
are increasingly into popular music. The obsession with nominal
authenticity causes a severe cost disease in the performing arts.
Costs rise significantly, necessitating increases in funding, which



exposes an unwillingness to cut costs among the serious arts. Art
lovers embrace notions of singularity and aura, which result in
fewer artist collaborations and the increased passivity of audiences.
The young are attracted to the arts and, as a consequence, are
willing to work for low income. I present a number of explanations
for this trend. The ideal of expressive authenticity is the most
important reason. Meanwhile, although most artists have second
jobs, incomes remain low and their position remains precarious. It
is essentially this willingness to work for low wages that enables
the exploitation of artists. Their often necessary desertion of the
arts as a career is stressful.

Chapter 4. Exclusion and exclusivity

During the main period of serious art, the less-educated—for
instance, people of colour or those with non-western
backgrounds—are very underrepresented among art consumers
and producers. Women are also underrepresented among artists.
Although in some art disciplines, their positions have improved. But
their visual artworks sell for far less than those of their male
counterparts. In the early twentieth century, socialists sought to
elevate the poor through art. Which led to art lovers and
governments wanting to disseminate art to the poor. These
attempts were paternalistic and unsuccessful. Lower ticket prices
mainly benefited the well-to-do. In response, [ discuss some
alternative funding strategies. Price exclusion was an important
factor—tickets prices were and are generally too high for the less-
educated. There was also informal exclusion, which involved that
the lower educated and social risers felt uncomfortable in serious
art venues. A lack of certain social and cultural skills made this even
more difficult. Furthermore, this may have hindered their ability to
learn to understand serious art. Exclusivity is important for many
art lovers. Limited editions must not be too large. Meanwhile, the
wealthy can buy their membership into elite art circles at the top of
the visual art market.

Chapter 5. Commerce and the Rejection of Commerce.



In the period of serious art, many artists, art lovers and art
theorists considered art and money to be hostile spheres. Art was
too precious to be valued in terms of money. Price must not stand
for quality, but many consumers equate price with quality. Earlier
for artists more money meant more autonomy. It is no different
today; artists and arts organisations continue to earn money from
commercial endeavours and second jobs in order to increase their
autonomous space. But it is difficult to find a path of increased
autonomous space that avoids the shame of being associated with
commercialism and compromise. This requires that artists perform
various tightrope acts. Most artists remain mostly oblivious to the
effect that market demand and donor and artworld representative
demands have on their work. Donors are often more sponsors than
donors. Some use their “gifts” and the respectable reputation of the
artworld to whitewash dubious activities. There is gift exchange.
Memberships on the boards of major art organisations are for sale.
Cultural entrepreneurship and professional art marketing were at
first rejected in the late twentieth century. But arts organisations
eventually began embracing both with artists following closely
behind.

Chapter 6. Art in the Twenty-First Century

To better understand the arts in this century, I distinguish four
art practice spheres. The most interesting one is that of bohemian
practices where most artists are self-taught. They are good at
combining art and business activities. In the other spheres, there
usually is entrepreneurship education. Their goals differ.
Digitisation in popular music brought along with it exciting artistic
innovations. Some serious arts venues now feature innovations
such as digital applications and immersive experiences. This
century’s platform economy has already had a major impact on the
arts and the distribution of artworks. It allows artists to highlight
their work via social media platforms like Instagram. [ pay attention
here to superstar phenomena and look at the position of the large
majority of popular musicians who offer their work in the very long
tail of minor sales. The most exciting aspect is the increased
blurring of boundaries and hybridisation. The boundary between



serious and popular art has become very fuzzy indeed. As has the
boundary between art and not art. Is a makeup artist a real artist?
Most people no longer care. It is no accident that the term “culture”
has increasingly replaced that of “art”.
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S

Saatchi Art, 286, 295
Sacred object, 36
Scene, 56

Scores, 84

Screening theory, 107 Secondary socialisation, 159 Second jobs, 114

Self-actualisation, 118

Self-branding, 231

Self-constructed artwork, 65
Self-control, 73

Self-employed, 227

Self-employed artist, 227

Self-exclusion, 149

Self-expression, 118

Selfless, 119

Self-subsidisation, 214

Self-taught artist, 105, 112, 113, 296
Sell-out, 206

Semi-professional artist, 105

Sense de jeux, 157 Series, 83

Serious art, 10

Side-line product, 260

Signalling, 107

Simo6n Bolivar Symphony Orchestra, 147
Singular, 93

Singularity , 93

Small-time artist, 105 Social boundary, 13 Socialisation, 159
Social media, 276

Soundcloud, 278

So You Think You Can Dance, 294 Speculation, 178
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Sphere of hybrid practices, 245, 250
Sponsor, 196, 221

Sponsorship, 196

Spotify, 278, 292

Stage set, 88

Standardisation, 233

Subscription, 30, 271

Subsidising deficits, 50

Subsidy, 48, 196

Superstar effect, 288 Support in Europe, 48 Sydney Opera House, 262 Symbolic boundary, 13
Symphony orchestra, 87

T

Tate Modern, 203, 222, 310
Tattooist, 316

Tax deduction, 49 Technical/mechanical/digital
reproductions, 83
Technological innovation, 90
Theatre, 85

The Next Step, 268 The tail, 288
The Voice, 268, 294

The X-Factor, 268, 294
360-deal, 305

Thumb-stopping, 281
Ticketmaster, 300

TikTok, 278

Traditional art, 10 True art, 10
Twitter, 278

U

Underprivileged groups, 135, 138
Underrepresentation, 136
Univorous, 307

Unlimited editions, 96

Upper class, 15

Useful art, 5

Vv

Van Gogh Museum, 262 VAT tariff, 50

VAT tax rate, 308 Veblen good, 195

Vertical dissemination of art, 141 Video essay, 280
Virtual performance, 276

Virtual reality, 274

Vlog, 280

Vocation, 118

Voucher scheme, 153

w

W.A.G.E,, 201

Wageless life, 251

Wageless work, 251 Whitechapel Gallery, 144 Whitewashing, 203
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Winner-take-all market, 288, 313
Women, 138

Working artist, 105

Work itself, 67

Work preference, 116 World of art, 8

Y

Yellow Lounge, 264
YouTube, 278
YouTuber, 280
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