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ART MARKET AND

SOCIOCULTURAL SPACE

by RAFFAELLA FRASCARELLI*

This issue of Economia della Cultura has been motivated by a sociolo-
gical imaginary that reflects on the art market, its sociocultural and economic
perspectives, and its impact on how individual and collective aesthetics can
develop. In the last decades, by promoting a relatively stable capital accumu-
lation, neoliberalist ideology has been exerting a strong influence also on the
art market, transforming it into a highly individualistic space for
speculations. Nonetheless such an emphasis on profit, indeed art market  has
mainly endured to represent and promote a field of sociality and cultural
engagement. According to a critical interpretation of different approaches
to art trading as a business, an industry, and a market, economic and finan-
cial data demonstrate how the individual wealth growth has definitely in-
fluenced  the financial growth of the art market. As boosting the contempo-
rary art market’s segment, this unprecedented financialization of art is
merging with a cultural turn of which it promises to be a propagator. In a
global scenario of commodification and professionalization of intellectual
labor (Vidokle, 2013), emboldening profit raises more than an issue about
the interaction among market, public institutions, enterprises, firms, audien-
ces and publics. The aesthetic ties between capitalism and the increase/decre-
ase in income inequality are particularly active where the market exercises
a power dependent upon profit (Stiglitz, 2019). In this framework, some
questions can arise: is art market promoting capital accumulation, favoring
a process of unevenly distributed economic growth and sociocultural imba-
lance? Or, on the contrary, is it a multicultural social driver irradiating and
implementing changes in society that favor economic equality and sociocul-
tural understanding? 

In the main section (TEMA), the analyses of specialists from nonprofit, art
critique, the digital market, culture in the public sector, attempt to
answer to these issues by tracing the profile of a highly fragmented global
phenomenon, but they also assess its sociocultural, economic, political aspects
underlining criticality, quality, potential challenges and future scenarios.

* Scientific Director Nomas Foundation – Viale Somalia 33 – 00199 Roma, email:
rf@nomasfoundation.com
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Aggregating a multiplicity of aesthetic experiences into one single economic
dimension alert on the awkwardness of approaching art through money's mo-
nolithic eidos: a world where art was entirely managed by market, it would be
a sad place, most of all if dominated by a corporate system focused on investmen-
ts and profits as its main achievements (Rabolli Pansera). Nonetheless its
commodification, art itself makes art market a ground where the convergence
of social, political, economic actions can shape a radically different path for the
future of society (Frascarelli). Considering art as an acheiropoieton, as affective
and sensuous time, its ‘eikonomia’ hides and protects an inconsumable and
intensified semiocapital ready to be used by scenario where creative time is the
central resource (Bahtsetzis, 2012). Waiting for such a rhizomatic radical
change (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987) without denying its economic aspect, a
question raises: can the artmarket’s social component produce, exchange, and
redistribute  cultural  values able to invest  global public  policy and politics 
towards an in-depth transformation?  

The Italian case answers to this question where the private and public
experiences of collecting turned into a political action shaping the public
sphere (Valeri). Nonprofit and profit, these entities have been redefining
aesthetic and cultural values in a country that has always fed itself on its
own contemporaneity, as the extraordinary collections of Italian public
museums proves. The survey conducted by the Committee of Italian Contem-
porary Art Foundations, Civita Association’s Studies Center and Intesa
Sanpaolo Spa on 63 organizations involved in the production of contempo-
rary art portrays a dynamic system of foundations, artists, collectors, patrons,
cultural associations, joint-stock companies that experiments, researches,
designs, realizes highly qualified programming accessible to the publics.
These entities contribute to a cultural growth expressed by exhibitions, ar-
tistic and curatorial researches, educational activities, mediation initiatives
for different audiences. The specific case of the Committee of Italian Con-
temporary Art Foundations shows a tireless engagement in creating aesthetic
and cultural values, but also hopes and principles to promote economic
equality, social solidarity, cultural participation (Frascarelli, 2020b).

Such a sociocultural engagment has the merit of creating different publi-
cs, and the sometime of providing them with an aesthetic diet and a critical
strength. Art publics also interact with the art market: without necessarily
buying art, thanks to it they are able to build complex, subjective  and so-
ciocultural aesthetic maps (Frascarelli), transforming themselves into a cri-
tical and public resource and the art market into a space for cultural
dissemination. While maintaining its independency and coming abreast of
the collecting practices, this skillful, critical, intellectually and aesthetically
sociocultural resource  involved in the art market  generates a multicultural
social thrust capable of transforming the art market into a political space:
this process is certainly seen in the art markets that are flourishing in the
cultural areas of Global South, providing plenty of artists worldwide to be
contacted by the art market’s global publics. The artist-creator of social space
who maps the social landscape understands the social self, builds social
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networks, creates assemblages (Frascarelli, 2020a) also interacts with the art
market where the market is the bearer of collective demands. 

At the heart of this experience of a market that assumes a critical role, the
question arises whether such a critical and self-critical space may also foster a
reflexivity aimed to build a new sociocultural, economic, and political global
agenda. At the same time flaunting its financialization and speculation while
advocating for itself the role of cultural maker, art market has undertaken
an engaging social path that has to deal with the publics and the
public aesthetics as much as with moral economy (Frascarelli).  

Such a direction is noticed within a digital experience such
as blockchain where, in contrast with underfunded art economies, new foun-
ding models are impacting the very matrix to access to art, posing the ground
for a revolutionary shared collective aesthetics: its openess to fresh audiences
and novel ways of collecting are a promise of a possible momentous change
(Maiano). Considering art as a legacy industry, blockchain can challenge
the dominant players of the inner restricted feud art system by introducing
aspiring collectors to a completely new sociocultural and economic experien-
ce, regardless of their pocket. A shared digital diary resistant to forgery, the
viral use of blockchain’s participative collective dimension, its democratizing
access, its transparency as guarantor of provenance, insurance, storage cer-
tificates, its power to provide visibility to unrepresented artists, seems to
be just a matter of time. When anyone in the world, regardless of status and
wealth, can become vested in a fine art piece for US$ 1, a revolution starts.
Such innovation announces to completely rethink social interactions while
changing the economic access in order to equally benefit from aesthetics,
cultural, artistic, economic values. 

In such a global connected setting, when looking at contemporary We-
stern art market, one has also to acknowledge how sometimes its
opacity, multiplicity, and status of luxury goods encourages asymmetries
between «Art and Art Market» (Rabolli Pansera). This fragmented
discrepancy allows the economic status of its key players – be they wealth col-
lectors, mega-galleries, private museums, artists-dealers-entrepreneurs, etc. –
to heavily influencing art. Such a practice empowering art commodification 
menaces the sociocultural efforts of those who, on the contrary, are determi-
ned to enhance art’s sociocultural value, not to mention the risk
of weakening the independency of public institutions and their commitment
to an equal redistribution of sociocultural and economic values. Radical
creativity is a good that seems moving away from elitist contemporary art
financial dynamic: the idea itself of an ethical luxury risks  resembling more
and more to a commercial refrain rather than to a strategy favoring socio-
economic mobility.  

Starting from the thorough analyses outlined by the authors of the Theme
Section, it is clear that there is a rhizomatic, non-univocal and plural sce-
nario that transforms the relationship between art and the art market into
a performance capable of mobilizing aesthetic, economic and socio-cultural
resources within a global dimension that is transforming the very idea of
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art. As in the case of the aesthetic processes and artistic incorporations ex-
pressed by Indigenous Australian art which, since the 1960s, have been prey
to a global market which, rather than preserving millenary socio-cultural
ties, on the contrary creates cultural imbalances. Where the
market favors the northern tradition at the expense of the southern tradition,
the result is a north-south geo-semiotic polarization that threatens the cul-
tural unity of indigenous communities (Munro). The issue of a suprematism
of the Western art within the market (Rabolli Pansera) is detected in the
adoption of criteria relating to authenticity of a clear colonialist matrix that
not only afflict Australian indigenous art (Munro), but any post-
colonial indigenous aesthetic.  

Globalization is transforming the art market into a huge holder of aesthetic
pluralism that demands to be recognized, nurtured, spread out, as shown here
in Testimonianze section. A leader in the art industry, the very Art Basel
perceives itself not as a mere «business unit», wondering how to use its in-
fluence to make its business «a better place for people who are not born with
the advantages of being affluent, white, and living in a Western culture»
(Spiegler,). For Art Basel, commercial issues are profoundly interlaced with
cultural deeds, aesthetic practices, social objectives.  

Indeed, where the artist conceives herself/himself as a collective space (Are-
na), her/his aesthetic reflexivity (Lash, 1993) generates a self-disempowering
process that allows any other person getting into contact with her/his ar-
twork to become part of it. Such a non-essentialist dimension can also affect
the gallerist when the ‘agency’ of her creative project has been relying on a
rhizomatic and radical program that has never intended to be peremptory,
but in a constant processual contingency (Guiller). It is therefore not surpri-
sing that the market itself can assume an aesthetic and cultural key role, as
in the case of Christie’s:  from the creation of an auction dedicated exclusi-
vely to the promotion of Italian art up to the historic Eyes Wide
Open supporting Arte Povera (Bassetti and Centonze). Art market can also
be a geographical map that, challenging a territorial identity, expands
to design a multicultural community, transforming economic and cultural
models, creating dialogue and proximity,  reshaping creativity and innova-
ting ideas, generating ‘continuous’ experience that keeps on inspiring the
idea of a no-border society (Fiaschi). 

Perhaps, considering the art market’s current configuration exclusively as
a treadmill for the increase of economic profit and the redistribution of super
profits responds just to one of the many interpretations on what a market
can represent, as in the considerations revolving around some special projects
of Damien Hirst and Christoph Büchel (Frascarelli). 

An art market thought and lived as a laboratory of otherness may result
an utopian and imaginary place. It is instead a reality when the people, who
are part of it, act so that the market becomes a reflexive experience able
to redistribute ideas necessary to trigger deep reforms in society, change de-
cisive to the achievement of that sociocultural and economic equality  mo-
dernity has always promised. 
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