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THE ART OF SELLING ART


WORKING PAPER FOR CREATIVE ENCOUNTERS, MARCH 2008
 Nina Poulsen


np.int@cbs.dk


Presenting empirical material from the making of the exhibition “This is Not Fiction” at the 
 Milk Wall Gallery in the autumn 2007, I will in this paper introduce some of the themes and 
 characteristics that are central to the notion of art and to the ethnographic study of it.


1  



(4)Having been away from the field2 for a couple of years, this case study proved a good 
 opportunity to get back, gaining back stage access to the making of an exhibition and 
 remind myself of the struggles and challenges newcomers are confronted with when trying 
 to find their way into the art world. It was also a good occasion to study the negotiations, 
 discussions and strategies in the making of a commercial art exhibition. It is not the aim to 
 describe a “best practice” in making commercial art exhibitions, not even to provide a 
 general picture of this particular genre. On the contrary, this case was characterized by 
 lack of experience from the main actors involved and is an example of how art 


professionalism  was staged and negotiated in this particular event rather than an 


exploration of general practice of professional art dealers. I will describe how the exhibition 
 came into being, my role in it, the different and sometimes opposing aims and strategies 
 followed by the different actors involved and finally introduce some theories and concepts 
 that I believe are useful to think with when trying to understand why selling is frequently 
 perceived by Danish artists to threaten their integrity, status and value. 



Getting back in touch.


The exhibition “This is not Fiction” opened the 26th of September 2007 at the opening of a 
 new shopping center in Hellerup called Tuborg Water Front.


Michael had rented a shop in this center to make a design/concept shop. He wanted some 
 big decoration on the huge wall and contacted Sergei Sviatchenko, an artist whose 


collages he had seen in the house of some friends.


2 Though living in Copenhagen and seeing art exhibitions as often as possible, there is quite a difference 
between doing fieldwork and just seeing an exhibition now and then on crowded Sundays together with noisy 
children. Being in the field is thus not a matter of geographical proximity but rather of the amount of time and 
concentration dedicated to the subject, in this case contemporary art exhibitions.



(5)Picture from the opening of the Exhibition and shop Milk Wall/Milk Contemporary. Sergeiʼs collage is the one of the man 
 with a glass as a head.


Sergei agreed to make a big collage for the shop but suggested it should be put on the 
 shelves and not on the wall. 


He suggested in stead to use the wall as an exhibition space. He had for a long time 
 wished to open up a gallery in Copenhagen like the non-profit exhibition space Senko 
 Studio he has been running in Viborg for 6 years showing international contemporary 
 international art exhibitions. 


Senko Studio, Viborg


Michael thought that sounded like a great idea but since he with his own words is “totally 
 ignorant of what´s up and down in the art world” he insisted that Sergei should then 


promise to take care of it so Sergei officially got the title of the creative director of the shop. 


Sergei initially thought that he would just recycle the exhibitions after showing them in 
Viborg but soon realized that it would not be possible. In Viborg he often shows big multi 
media installations that are not suitable for a huge wall. So Sergei got the idea that he 



(6)would find a curator to make a new exhibition for the Milk Wall. And this is where I come 
 into the picture. I know Sergei from years ago when I did my first field work about the 
 contemporary art scene in Copenhagen and have since then worked with him on different 
 projects and written about his works and exhibitions. So Sergei called me to ask if I would 
 like to curate the first exhibition for Milk Wall. To cut a long story short I accepted the offer 
 but since the budget was quite small and the deadline quite close I suggested we should 
 be two curators and Christian became a part of the project.  He and Sergei knew each 
 other because Christian was establishing a net gallery where he among others represents 
 Sergeiʼs works. Apart from that he has been working as a writer and freelance curator on 
 some very big and ambitious projects about art in public space. For Christian, this was 
 also his first experience making a commercial art exhibition.


Sergei would like to contribute to the first exhibition but apart from that wish he put no 
 constraints on us.



Choosing


The first thing Christian and I did was to talk briefly about what kind of art we liked, which 
 artists we knew and would possibly like to work with. We listed a lot of names each and 
 discovered that there were several repetitions on our respective lists. One of the names 
 we had both written apart from Sergei was Nina Jan Beier. Luckily, Christian knew her and 
 her partner Marie Jan Lund well and we agreed that he should ask them if they would 
 participate in a group show in the concept shop Milk Contemporary. They accepted due to 
 their trust in Christian and due to the fact that they were at that moment not very pleased 
 with the work of their Danish gallery and considered joining Christians net gallery. So this 
 was a chance to work together and see if they would like to collaborate more formally and 
 permanently. Another reason for Nina Jan Beier and Marie Jan Lund to accept our 


invitation was that we did not demand much from them. Since time and other resources 
were scarce, we decided to give the exhibition the form of various mini-retrospective 
samples of the work and development of the participating artists, so we would only ask for 
one new and not yet exhibited work from each artist which needed not be sellable, but 
could be a performance, event or whatever they liked. After Marie and Nina confirmed their 
participation we had a meeting with Michael at the place where the gallery would be which 
was then still far from finished and quite hard to imagine how it would end up. But we did 
manage to make a drawing measuring the wall, the door, the windows etc. to be able to 
get some idea of what we would have to work with, how many works we could show, how 



(7)big they could be, etc.  We also discussed the economy of the project and convinced 
 Michael that the publicity following our exhibition would be worth investing in so he 


decided to use an amount of approximately 40.000 kr. on the exhibition paying a symbolic 
 amount to Christian and myself, covering the production costs of the new works made for 
 the exhibition and printing and framing other works and paying for the print of the 


catalogue. Relative to the other expenses he had opening this shop this was not a big 
 amount. He invested much more money in designing the furniture, website, and buying the 
 clothes and furniture that he was going to sell, e.g. one lamp costed 46.000 kr.


He continuously reminded us that he knew nothing about art but thought it was very 
 interesting and was always extremely exited about the works we presented to him, the 
 stories behind them etc.


The next thing we did was trying to formulate a text describing the theme and concept of 
 the exhibition and deciding how many and which artists we would like to invite. Starting out 
 with Sergei Sviatchenkoʼs collages and the photos of Nina Jan Beier and Marie Jan Lund 
 we thought about who would possibly link these works together.


Go into the water as far as you dare, Nina Jan Beier & Marie Jan Lund



(8)From Holiday Series, Sergei Sviatchenko


We had both seen Pilaiporn “June” Petriths paintings at the Exit Exhibition ( the graduation 
 show for the Royal Academy of fine arts) and thought that her mix of medias of 


photography and painting, documentary photos from war zones and color full phantasy 
figures were interesting.



(9)Landscape, Pilaiporn, “June” Petrith


Finally the duo J&K was chosen: Their collages of manipulated photos based on 


performances and staged events fit in very well both regarding their practice and their look.


J&K


To our great relief all the artists we invited accepted the offer. We wrote a short text about 
each of them introducing their background, CV and the main themes and practices of their 
production and composed a text that explained the common themes combining the chosen 



(10)artists and what we found interesting about their work. We chose the name “This is not 
 Fiction” after choosing between 25 different possibilities.


Until we made up our minds about who to invite and made a sort of curatorial statement to 
 explain or legitimize our choices, I felt quite uneasy with my role as a curator. Knowing 
 quite a lot of poor artists who would be very happy to be invited to join a group show, 
 others who would probably not like the commercial frame, I constantly felt I had to justify 
 why they were not chosen. Not that I told them about the plans at that stage so they didn´t 
 ask but still it was somehow not so comfortable to be in this position knowing what a 
 difference it would make for some of my own friends to receive an invitation to join such a 
 show. But once the decisions were made and the text was written to explain our choices I 
 stopped thinking about who else we could have invited, what other themes could have 
 given me an excuse to invite someone else etc. From that point on the work was for me 
 merely practical. Christian and I divided the artists between us and began the process 
 together with the artists of choosing which of their works to include.



From invitation to exhibition.


In the case of Nina Jan Beier and Marie Jan Lund they decided that the new thing they 
 would contribute with should be a performance at the opening and we could just choose 
 which of their earlier works we would like to include in the exhibition. We went to their 
 studio and decided which other works we thought would give an impression and taste of 
 their work. It was not easy to choose and it did not make the decision easier that they 
 themselves were not so sure about which of the photos in the studio were “just” 


documentation material from performances they had made and which of these were art 
 works. One of the photos we discussed had not been exhibited before and they were not 
 really sure it if should be, but then finally decided that if we would make a new and bigger 
 print and frame it, then it would be all right to include it. So we got it on a CD and agreed 
 that we would be responsible for the costs of development and framing. If any of the works 
 should be sold they would have 50% of the price and the other 50% would be for the 
 owner of the gallery. This is the normal deal between artists and gallery-owners in 


Copenhagen, but normally the artists cover the production costs themselves. The reason 
for making another agreement on this occasion was that normally then the gallery owner 
makes an effort to promote the artists by participating in fairs, showing the works on their 
web-site etc. which would not be the case on this occasion, since the gallery in this case 



(11)was only one huge wall in a design-shop where the owner of the shop would focus more 
 on running a normal shop than on promoting the artists.


I took the CD to a photo-developer and later on to one of the two framers in Copenhagen 
 that I realized were the only acceptable ones for the artists. To my surprise all the 


participating artists apparently knew and used the same two framers and insisted that it 
 should be done by one of these two as they


 “know what they are doing. It is not some kind of ordinary frame- shop where people go and have their 
 posters framed. They really know what they are doing and appreciate the value of the things they work with”
 As mentioned before Nina Jan Lund and Marie Jan Beier were the first ones we invited, 
 and I am very convinced that their confirmed participation made our job easier. The other 
 artists we invited all asked who else were going to participate and none of them knew each 
 other in advance but all of them knew Nina and Maries works. One of the other artists 
 Pilaiporn “ June” Petrith is already represented by the art gallery Martin Asbæk and though 
 she herself welcomed the invitation we had to discuss her participation with Martin. First 
 he seemed very reluctant to the idea that “his” artist should exhibit somewhere else in 
 Copenhagen, but reading our concept and learning who the other artists were, he found 
 that it might be in his and Junes interest. We could of course only choose between the 
 works that he didn´t plan to use in fairs during the period of our exhibition. And he would 
 not accept the 50-50 agreement but finally agreed on a 40-60 solution where he would 
 then have the 60% and I do not know how he and June would then share.


Just a couple of weeks before the opening Nina and Marie suddenly found themselves a 
 bit in doubt about whether or not it was actually a good idea for them to participate in the 
 exhibition at all. They did not like that the owner of the shop had asked them to provide 
 some photos to print on paper bags and also thought that the mentioning in the press 
 release of their performance in the same line as sushi and champagne made it all seem a 
 bit too commercial. They suddenly thought that the 50-50 agreement was inappropriate for 
 this kind of exhibition since it was not an event that would be noteworthy in their CVs or in 
 any other way promote their careers. So, though we thought it to be most fair to have 
 similar agreements with all the participating artists we found we would rather change the 
 agreement than leaving them out of the exhibition only two weeks before the opening and 
 ended up with a 60-40 deal.


The new work that they were going to make for the exhibition, which in their case was a 
performance also underwent some quite drastic changes, ending up dissolving into 
nothing but an idea in the heads of the artists and curators. 



(12)First the idea was to make a performance called “beautiful people”. The idea was to invite 
 20 beautiful people to the opening in order to question notions of beauty and make people 
 think about the importance of beauty and aesthetic ideals for the way we interact with 
 strangers. After some time they then decided that it was not really necessary to invite 20 
 beautiful models for the concept to work, just telling people that there were 20 beautiful 
 people present would be enough for the idea to work, for people to start questioning who 
 were there for what purpose. The way people should be made aware of the performance 
 was by a short text which should hang on the wall in a frame. When they realized that they 
 did not like the way it was presented in the press release they changed their mind and 
 thought the text should only appear in the catalogue. Finally the editors of the catalogue 
 made the decision to leave the text out as they thought it was visually a bit boring 


compared to the other works in the catalogue so in the end Nina Jan Beier and Marie Jan 
 Lund were the only ones not to provide any new work for the exhibition.


Of course that did not really matter to anyone except Nina, Marie, Christian and I since no 
 one else knew which works were produced for this exhibition and which were older.



The place of honor and the naughty corner.


We spent hours measuring the pictures, cutting small models out of paper in the right 
 dimensions, trying at my kitchen table to discuss how we would hang them on the wall. But 
 it proved to be quite hard to do without having the pictures there because of course not 
 only size mattered but also color and content and we also wanted to group them so that all 
 the works from one artist would hang close to each other.


We discussed what was the best place where the pictures could be seen from all over the 
shop and which corner was the dark naughty corner where pictures could only be seen 
from a quite close distance. One of the artists jokingly said that she would like us to hang 
her works close to the counter in case it would work like when you are shopping in Netto 
and always end up picking up something small and sweet that you do not really need on 
you way out. It was very hard to decide. Knowing that Nina and Marie probably would not 
even be in Denmark for the opening of the exhibition we thought about giving their works 
the most remote place since they would not see it and complain. But since we actually 
liked their works a lot we would not choose that option. finally it was Sergei who got the 
remote wall which he of course was not so pleased about but we tried to justify the 
decision by pointing to the fact that is presence would be very massive compared to the 
others if he got the place of honor since he was also represented in the shop already with 



(13)his huge permanent collage installation. He came to assist us with hanging the pictures on 
 the wall and assured us he was all right with the final result. We imagined that as the latest 
 we would like to start hanging the works on the wall the Monday before the exhibition and 
 shop was going to open the following Wednesday


Also Kristine (half of the J&K duo) came to assist with hanging their works on the wall. 


Unfortunately due to some misunderstandings between the polish carpenters and Michael, 
things were not ready before the very same morning as the shop had to open. Everybody, 
especially the electrician who had been up all night, the one who had to put on the carpet 
who could not start working before the others were finished and Michael, the owner were 
extremely stressed and no one seemed to know anything about where things where, who 
had keys for the store room, insurance, alarms. Least of all they seemed to care about 
having some art on the walls. So not until a couple of hours before the opening could we 
begin hanging pictures on the wall. We had some idea of how we wanted things to be, but 
45 frames on a wall in two hours was more than we could manage so when people started 
showing up and sushi was served we had to give up with only one third of the works yet on 
the wall.  Not until two days after the opening were all the works there so we called the 
journalists that had promised to show up to tell them to wait for a couple of days.



(14)
The art of selling art


After the opening we had several discussions with Michael about whether or not to put 
price tags on the wall. We thought it would take the attention away from the art works and 
insisted that they were only listed in a pricing list available at the counter. In that way 
people would have to ask to get the prices if they were interested. Michael was quite upset 
about that and thought customers would not know that the art was for sale. Our argument 
was that if he would like to signal seriousness he would need to do as in the established 



(15)galleries. Besides, the artists would protest against having the price tags on the wall. That 
 led to another discussion. Michael argued that like the clothes and furniture for sale in the 
 shop, he was the one responsible for selling it so he should also be the one to decide and 
 we told him that that was not the case with the artists who did not give up the control of 
 their work until it eventually would be sold. Michael was also very disappointed when he 
 had the idea that the art works and portraits of the artists should be printed on the paper 
 bags people would get in the shop and all the artists refused to participate. “All publicity is 
 good publicity, isn´t it?” he asked. And again we tried to explain that that was not quite the 
 case with the artists. On the contrary; should they make a print for a paper bag it should be 
 made with that in mind for a specific purpose.


One of Nina and Marieʼs photos that was printed on the front of the catalogue seemed to 
 be a very popular piece. Again Michael was disappointed when he realized that edition of 
 3 really meant that despite the demand they would not print more than 3.


By the end of the exhibition period when christmas was getting closer and Michael was a 
 bit frustrated about not having sold as much as expected he had the idea that he could 
 make a before-christimas-sale. Including the remaining art works. Once again we had to 
 convince him that he was not entitled to do that, that the rights he had regarding the art 
 works were not similar to the ones he had to his lamps and hats and sweaters.


So in very many ways the making of the exhibition in Milk provoked a lot of discussions 
 and negotiations that would probably never had taken place in a professional gallery 
 where the doʼs and donʼts of exhibiting, pricing and selling art are never questioned but 
 taken for granted. At the core of all the discussions we had with Michael was the question: 


What distinguishes art works from (other) commodities? 


He always ended up accepting our arguments, stating over and over again that he thought 
 it was irrational, that he did not know how other people could possibly make a business out 
 of it. He was also not quite sharing our joy when he realized that the National Photo 


Museum wanted to buy one of the works. “Why is it so important? They pay the same 
 prize as everyone else” he asked.


He was quite satisfied, though, with the media coverage the exhibition was able to attract. 


Politiken gave the exhibition 4 out of 6 hearts, Børsen wrote about it, the magazine Cover 
 and even Information included it in an article describing the recent trend of bringing 


together art and design in various shops in Copenhagen.
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Nina Jan Beier og Marie Jan Lund kan opleves på Milk
 Wall. - Foto: JOACHIM ADRIAN


Kunstnere giver street
 credibility til designbutik i
 Hellerup


JanFamily, Sergei Sviatchenko og
 kvindeduoen J&K udstiller på Milk Wall, der
 ligger i en designbutik i et storcenter i
 Hellerup Havn.


Af Kristine Kern


En smart designbutik i et nyåbnet indkøbscenter
 ved Hellerup Havn lægger vægplads til et vertikalt
 udstillingssted ved navn ’Milk Wall’


(designbutikken hedder ’Milk’). Tanken er, at man
 vil præsentere samtidskunst. »Eksperimenterende
 udstillinger«, hedder det endda i


Kunstner


JanFamily, Sergei Sviatchenko, J&K, Pilaiporn June
 Peitrith


Titel ’This is Not Fiction’


Sted Milk Contemporary


Adresse


Waterfront Shopping, Tuborg Havnevej i Hellerup
 Links


Se anmeldelser af aktuelle kunstudstillinger
 Artikler


Køb eksperimenterende kunst i nyt
 shoppingcenter


Find artikel Skriv kunstner / titel / sted Søg


Søg


Søg


Tirsdag Vælg


Kunst


Kbh. og Frederiksberg


Søg på
 arrangement:


Søg på sted:


FAKTA


KALENDER


Annonce


NYHEDER


Kunstnere giver street credibility til


FiLM Eastern
 Promises - Instr.:


David Cronenberg


SCENE Den røde
 ballon - Det Kgl.


Teater, Gamle Scene


KUNST Lucian Freud -
 Louisiana


MUSiK Ibrahim
 Electric - Viften


Nordvest får
 graffitipark
 ... Street art og
 borde/bænke-hygge
 kommer til at gå op i
 en højere enhed, når
 Københavns
 nordvestkvarter til jul
 får en ny graffitipark
 ved Nørrebro Station.


Hør det hele
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Køb eksperimenterende kunst
 i nyt shoppingcenter


Shoppingcenteret Waterfront er åbnet i
 Hellerup. På hylderne blandt mærketøj og
 designervarer finder man også


eksperimenterende kunst.


Af Jesper Knudsen


Shoppingcenteret Waterfront slog torsdag dørene
 op, og det gik ikke til at gå stille af sig. Udenfor
 indkøbscenteret i Hellerup Havn gav Jokeren og
 Johnny Deluxe friluftskoncert. 


Men inde bag centrets glasdøre, i designbutikken
 Milk, er der mulighed for endnu flere finkulturelle
 oplevelser imellem shoppingen:


Eksperimenterende dansk samtidskunst. 


Kunst på 13 meter væg


På en 13 meter lang væg inde i Milk-butikken
 hænger moderne kunst side om side med
 mærkevaretøj fra blandt andet Paul Smith og
 Henrik Vibskov. 


Kunstudstillingen hedder This Is Not Fiction, og
 kunstnerne, der deler gulv med bøger, mærketøj
 og underfundige designobjekter, er navne som
 J&K, Pilaiporn June Peitriths, Sergei Sviatchenko
 og Nina Jan Beier & Marie Jan Lund. 


Væggen, der danner ramme om This Is Not
 Fiction, hedder Milk Wall, og den skal fremover
 bruges som et permanent udstillingslokale for
 eksperimenterende samtidskunst. 


Kunsten skal have nye tilskuere


Titel Waterfront Shopping
 Adresse Tuborg Havnevej i Hellerup
 Dato Åbner 27. september 2007
 Åbningstider


Hverdage 10-19 (Irma og Netto 9-20), lørdage 10-
 16 (Irma og Netto 8-17)


Artikler


Kunstnere giver street credibility til designbutik i
 Hellerup


This Is Not
 Fiction i Milk:


Både butikken og udstillingen åbner idag.


Kunstværkerne koster imellem 1.800 og 18.000
 kroner.


De priser bliver suverænt overgået af priserne
 på nogle af butikkens mest eksklusive møbler.


Kunstner-duoen Nina Jan Beier & Marie Jan Lund
 har tidligere udstillet på Tate Modern i London.


Flere af kunstnerne er ifølge Milk på vej med
 deres internationale gennembrud.


Find artikel Skriv kunstner / titel / sted Søg


Søg


Søg


Tirsdag Vælg


Kunst


Kbh. og Frederiksberg


Søg på
 arrangement:


Søg på sted:


FAKTA


KALENDER


Annonce


FiLM Forfalskerne -
 Instr.: Stefan
 Ruzowitzky


SCENE Folketeatret -
 Div. teatre i Danmark


KUNST Trip to
 Denmark - Mikael
 Andersen


MUSiK Ibrahim
 Electric - Viften


Nordvest får
 graffitipark
 ... Street art og
 borde/bænke-hygge
 kommer til at gå op i
 en højere enhed, når
 Københavns
 nordvestkvarter til jul
 får en ny graffitipark
 ved Nørrebro Station.


Hør det hele


There were other discussions or anecdotes I could have included, but I think this is 


enough to serve the purpose: to show some of the tensions and negotiations that occur in 
the process of engaging with the art world - a process that I needed to experience again 



(18)through Michael to recall how many unanswered questions arise when confronted with the 
 rituals and norms of the art world for the first time. Unlike Michael who jumped into the art 
 scene with money, enthusiasm and opinions, my own research had so far been much 
 more fly- on-the-wall-like. Participating actively in his process of integration reminded me 
 once again of the power of the method of  participant observation as a way of making the 
 ideal conditions for creating knowledge. I have seen very many exhibitions but it was the 
 first time for me to participate in the process all the way from inviting artists, choosing art 
 works, writing texts, press releases, designing catalogue, hanging the pictures on the wall 
 and I must admit that I actually never really thought about the work it takes to make such 
 an exhibition, the pragmatic choices, the balance between pursuing an idea and not 
 insulting anyone or misrepresenting their intentions etc. Still, I have been talking so much 
 to artists, curators, museum directors etc. that I had somehow come to forget how 


irrational some of the unwritten codes of the art world might seem to others.


Like:


1) Why not put a price tag on something when it is for sale?


2) Why not lower the price to attract more buyers?


3) How do you decide the price in the first place? ( In the case of This is Not Fiction there 
 were for instance no obvious connection between size, medium and price between the 
 different artists, but surely so when comparing prices of the works of one single artist
 4) And what is so fantastic about selling something to a museum?



The challenge of changing categorial status


I will now provide some more theoretical points in order to answer the above listed 
 questions.


The description of how we chose the works of Nina and Marie shows obviously that art 
 moves through different spaces and contexts and changes its meaning and value 


accordingly. This kind of change through exchangeis a common fate for all works of art. It 
 is so to say the food chain of the art world that defines what art is. In the article “The Filth 
 in the Way “ M. Thompson outlines three different categories of objects; the rubbish 
 category, the transient category and the durable category. (M. Thompson 1994:273). 


Whereas rubbish self evidently is what we regard as containing no value, the objects in the 
durable category are ideally immortal. The way in which an object, and in this case an art 
work acquires a status as belonging in the durable category is by being removed from 



(19)economic exchange. That is exactly what happens when a work of art is bought by an art 
 museum. 


When a public museum buys a work of art to include in itʼs collection it can not (ideally, at 
 least) be sold again. Whatever the specific reason of the museum to buy a certain piece; 


be it that it is seen as representing an important development in the history of art, that it 
 characterizes the essence of a generation, is representative for the entire oeuvre of an 
 admired artist, it is the aim and duty of the museum as a part of the Danish Museum Law 
 to conserve and keep this work as an ever enduring part of our common invaluable cultural 
 heritage. Representation in a Museum Collection is thus the first and most important thing 
 for artists to mention in their CV. For ever after the art work thus resides in the category 
 that  M. Thompson calls the durable category and can not return to the sphere of 


economic exchange.(M. Thompson 1994:273). This is not the same as stating that it could 
 under no circumstances be exchanged. Contrarily, a lot of exchange goes on between art 
 museums nationally as well as internationally and between public and private museums. 


This is also a duty anchored in the Museum Law.  Art museums borrow art works from 
 each other to include in temporary exhibitions and through their research, exhibitions and 
 exchange legitimize and support the value of each others collections.  Though the specific 
 art work purchased by a museum is not to be sold again, the influence of a museums 
 decision to buy or exhibit an art work on the price of other works buy the same artist 
 should not be underestimated. There is no doubt that though the museum can only buy 
 and exhibit, borrow or lend out art works but not sell them, museums are among the most 
 important players in the art markets at both national and international levels and have high 
 influence on the prices of art. 


No object is in and buy itself automatically born or created to belong to the durable 
 category, at least that status is not automatically granted to any object. The fight for 
 categorial status is fought within the category that Thompson calls the transient category. 


This indicates that the categorial affiliation of an object can vary through time, but ideally at 
 least is unchallenged once it is exempted from circulation within the exchange sphere of 
 the transient category. So though the museum pays the same as everyone else, the value 
 they add to the artist and art dealer is not only the money paid but more importantly the 
 symbolic value or prestige of being represented in the durable category, which then is very  
 likely to affect the future pricing of art works made by that artist and other artists 


represented by the same gallery. The museum representation is for the artist and his/her 



(20)dealer or gallery a blue print which is very crucial for the hierarchy and ranking of artists 
 and galleries and consequently their pricing strategies.


In the article ”Commodities and the Politics of Value” Arjun Appadurai describes that the 
 two before outlined modes of exchange are not mutually exclusive, but rather define 
 different phases in the social life of an object.


”I propose that the commodity situation in the social life of any thing be defined as the 
 situation in which its exchangeability (past, present or future) for some other thing is its 
 socially relevant feature” [Appadurai 1994:82]


A commodity is according to Appadurai not a certain category of things separate from 
 others, but rather a certain phase in the social life of the object. Whether this commodity-
 phase is actualized depends on different circumstances. Appadurai mentions bride price 
 as an example of an exchange where the woman in a limited time in her social life is 


priced without this implying that she in other phases of her life is regarded as a commodity. 


Appadurai characterizes this situation as ”The commodity phase of the social life of any thing” [Ibid.:


83]


Generally it is so that the things we posses are not normally for sale. We have bought 
 them, we have been given them as a gift and we might not even consider getting rid of 
 them. That, of course, doesnʼt mean that it would not be possible to sell them, give them 
 away as a present or in exchange of something else. It is a latent possibility. This condition 
 is what Appadurai calls ”The commodity candidacy of any thing” [Ibid.:83]


Finally there are some contexts or institutions that accentuate or emphasize the exchange 
 or commodity value of an object. Appudurai describes this as ”The commodity 


situation in which any thing may be placed” [Ibid.:83]


One example could be a flee market where what yesterday was nothing but things hidden 
 away in the basement waiting to be thrown out suddenly are presented as commodities.


In the context of art, fairs, galleries and auctions constitute the situations where the 
 commodity status of the art work is realized.


 To provide an example of the negotiation of the commodity status of an art work, let me 
 tell you a little anecdote told to me by an art dealer: It was at an art fair in New York some years ago. 


Saturday night there was a closed party. It was extremely expensive to participate but in return you could have all the 
really nice cocktails you liked for free. All the important, rich, smart and good-looking people were there, of course and 
as the evening turned into night the atmosphere was very unrestricted, it turned into a wild party. Our stand was just 
next to a famous New Yorker- gallery. Among other things they exhibited two chairs coated with nutella. At some time 
during the night there was this woman, I believe she is an actress but I don’t remember her name. Well, anyway, she 
was so drunk that she needed to sit down for a while. Yes, and then of course she sat down on one of these nutella-



(21)covered chairs. She looked like she had shit in her pants and in the best American way she of course screamed furiously 
 to the art dealer: “I´ll sue you. You ruined my clothes” And of course his reply was just: “well, you ruined my art” 


Then she shot up. He didn’t sell those chairs so after the fair his assistant washed off the Nutella to make them more 
 handy until they might exhibit them again somewhere else.


I think this little story illustrates Appadurais point that commercial value is not constant, but 
 is limited to defined situations, in this case the art fair. Furthermore the story illustrates that 
 there exist contradicting interests in the definition of categorial affiliation and value. Even if 
 a fair is precisely a place where the commodity status is realized it is also the place where 
 the most important contacts to museums and international curators can be established and 
 nursed. Besides having an interest in selling the exhibited works it is on the internationally 
 esteemed art fairs that the art dealer has the possibility to judge if the exhibited works 
 evoke an interest among the international art professionals; Collectors, art dealers, 
 curators, museums. If this is the case then he will be able to raise the price also on the 
 other art works because the blue print of a museum legitimizes his position and thus 
 justifies a higher price level. As a dealer his judgement is confirmed, which of course 
 means that it is likely that the other works he represents posses the same high quality. As 
 price then in this context is seen as mirroring the quality and demand, price is used 


consciously and carefully as a strategic tool in the promotion of art.


As Olav Velthuis describes in his book “Talking prices” the pricing of art has a symbolic 
 meaning and is not limited to reflect the relation between supply and demand, 


material, size or other objectively measurable conditions. Contrarily the very subjective 
 evaluation of the quality of the work as well as the social relations between artist and 
 dealer, the career strategy of both, the relation between dealer and collector and the 
 importance of being represented in a certain collection are all factors that influence the 
 price of an art work. So since the price of an art work not merely reflects some objectively 
 measurable features, but mirrors also the career potential and future plans of the artist and 
 dealer it is thus based on a great deal of trust and expectations. To lower the price would 
 be conceived off as scaling down the expectations of the artist and jeopardizing the trust in 
 the artist as well as the dealer. 


To set the right price level is thus very important and demands updated and rich 
knowledge of the price levels of other artists, information which is collected in the 
international fairs and also importantly through the secondary market, the auctions.
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Museum pieces vs private buyerʼs choices.


Having explained how the commodity phase is a necessary step on the ladder before 
 reaching the attractive museum-quality-status it might seem hard to understand why artists 
 and dealers are so preoccupied with tabuing this phase, claiming not to be interested in 
 marketing and sale, avoiding price tags and commercials.


The key to understanding this ambiguity is the difference between the art works normally 
 purchased for museum collections and art works for private buyers or small scale 


collectors. Whereas museums often have the place, money and capacity to handle big 
 works whether it is paintings or multi media installations, private buyers are more 
 interested in buying smaller works and most often paintings to use as decoration and 
 interior design. The criteria for determining the purchase of art works from the perspective 
 of private consumers or collectors are often aesthetic; the painting must look good. This is 
 often not an issue for the artist who is interested in expressing thoughts, sentiments, 
 opinions and not just mere decoration. And since the museum curators like the artists as 
 professionals whose job and interest it is to follow the developments, trends, generations, 
 themes, and challenges of the development of art history they share a common interest 
 and agenda that often differ substantially from the criteria that the average art consumer 
 applies when deciding how to decorate his living room. So the chances that one piece of 
 art is pleasing to the museum, the art consumer and fulfills the artists ambitions at the 
 same time are often low. Though every work that ends up in a museum collection moves 
 through a phase of commodification, art works that are created only with the ambition of 
 reaching and being sold successfully in the commodity phase are not very likely to move 
 up the ladder and reach the museum-phase.


A museum curator of contemporary art from the Danish National Gallery explained that 
 what she sees in galleries are often merely appetizers. If they look interesting the museum 
 will then express their interest and at the next show there will be museum-quality pieces.


A gallery owner explains that it is thus very important that he and the artists he represents 
 share the same expectations and ambitions. If the gallery strategy is to build up a career 
 for the artist slowly and safely and step by step reaching the museums, then the artist will 
 have to keep that in mind and not for the first show insist on making only big museum 
 pieces that no ordinary customer will buy. On the other hand the artist will of course at 
 some point have to convince the art dealer that he or she is capable of making the 


museum quality works otherwise it is not interesting or fruitful for the gallery to devote time 
and other resources to promote the artist. The division of labour between the art gallery 



(23)and the museum is such that it is the role of the galleries to act as talent scouts and 


introduce the new trends, themes and artists. For a museum to purchase a piece, the artist 
 must have proved his/her worth and integrity i.e. have a CV which demonstrates 


experience, international success in terms of participation in exhibitions, exposure in 
 acknowledged art magazines, by renowned critics and gallery support. The museums are 
 very unlikely to buy works from artists not represented by a gallery. And very unlikely to 
 buy art from a gallery that do not represent any artists represented in museums unless the 
 gallery owner is a known and accepted art professional e.g. having former experience from   
 respected galleries, museums, exhibition spaces etc.



Access to professional networks


The authority and legitimacy with which decisions are made that affect the pricing and 
 value of art rest on mutual acknowledgment, trust and detailed informations about careers 
 and ambitions within a tight network sustained by exchange of knowledge, information, 
 jobs and art. To join this network you need to prove that you share the codes of conduct 
 and are able to navigate within the different and often opposing interests and hierarchies. 


Since it takes trust and knowledge to tell art from crap, there is not much room for new 
 interpretations of the unwritten rules. Not unless you are in a privileged and acknowledged 
 position at the top of the hierarchy. 


Though the Milk case provided insights into some interesting negotiations and discussions 
 it only provided one answer to the four questions: 


1) Why not put a price tag on something when it is for sale?


2) Why not lower the price to attract more buyers?


3) How do you decide the price in the first place?


4) And what is so fantastic about selling something to a museum?


The only question that we, although in different disguises provided Michael with was: 


“Because it is art!”


I did not consciously use this as an argument at the time of our discussions. Only later 
 when analyzing moments characterized by tension or frustration and the discussions we 
 had, did I realize that claiming authority by referring to some not defined determining 
 characteristics of art was the core key to understanding or accepting our argumentations. 


In practice we referred to what other galleries would or would not do, what artists would or 
would not approve, what critics would or would not notice, in this way claiming some 
knowledge of unwritten codes of conduct that Michael did not share, and that we 



(24)unquestioned assumed that he would need to acknowledge and behave according to if he 
 wanted to be taken seriously of the professional art world. No matter which argument 
 Michael or we would use in a discussion we always got the last word, not because of the 
 strength of our argumentation but merely because he knew and was aware himself that he 
 knew nothing about art. Gradually he realized that this knowing something about art did 
 not just imply knowing something about the exhibited works, materials etc. Knowing 
 something about art, he realized because we continuously reminded him, was also 
 knowing how to talk about it, frame it, price it, describe it, sell it, etc. or in other words: 


Knowing something about art and being able to act within a professional art network 
 demands the practice of participant observation, of anthropologically observing and 
 understanding the practices of the inhabitants of this exotic world. To be made aware of 
 unwritten rules is always easier when someone breaks them or questions them. That is 
 why studying the making of the new gallery Milk Wall through the curation of the exhibition 
 This Is Not Fiction was a fruitful study. It allowed for rules to be examined and questioned 
 that would otherwise be taken for granted.


As this case is first and foremost to be considered as an account of my (re)entrance to the 
 field of contemporary art in Copenhagen and thus not a finished account, but rather just 
 the end of the beginning I hope it is all right to end this paper with a question without, for 
 now, attempting to answer it:


“Does the category membership of an object determine the way we act towards it, or does the way we act 
towards it determine its category membership?” [Thompson i Pearce 1994:269]
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