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Chapter 1

Introduction: Off Center Art Worlds

Leon’s Battles

“I wouldn’t bet against myself because I’ve never lost, anytime I pick a fight. I’1l fight
guerilla until it’s unnecessary. But in Portland there’s never a battle like that. Once there was...”

I am sitting with Leon in a coffee shop in an old Victorian house in Portland, Oregon.
Leon is a local art and architecture historian, curator, critic, and artist. My digital audio recorder
picks up the sound of coffee grinding, baristas knocking out portafilters, and some music in the
background. Leon has agreed to talk to me about Portland’s contemporary art scene, but he is not
especially eager. He rather treats our conversation, and the recording device that sits between us,
as a matter of course. Portland’s art scene has received much outside attention in recent years,
and Leon thinks of himself as its mouthpiece. Leon is the founder of LOCATE'; a Portland-
centric online art journal that he says tracks over 100,000 unique visitors per month, which
according to him makes it “one of the most successful sources of online art criticism in the
world.” That reach makes Leon an influential figure in the local art scene and beyond. “Critics
create a wake of fear wherever they go,” he says, “and LOCATE means I’'m making decisions
about people’s exposure, which makes me a gatekeeper...”

Like other professional artists that live in Portland and elsewhere, Leon travels often for
work. “I am interested in the rest of the world,” he says, “Just because I live in Portland doesn’t
mean [’'m only interested in Portland.” LOCATE focuses on Portland artists though, in part

because Leon and other LOCATE writers are more familiar with and have easier access to local

! Names of all artists, venues, publications, etc. are pseudonyms.



artists and their exhibitions, but also because Leon is invested in Portland’s reputation as an
alternative art city, which affects his own career prospects in a larger, global contemporary art
world. It is through his local local scene that Leon’s influence as a gatekeeper is best realized. In
the global contemporary art world, local credibility requires some global connectivity, and global
connections begin with local influence in a reputable place.

Leon runs his fingers through his beard, which he says draws him a lot of attention,
especially at art events outside of Portland, where, “People sometimes mistake me for a Civil
War General or something.” Leon comes across as a peaceful guy, although he is not afraid to
embellish, and he is not at all modest about his successes in the art world, locally and globally;
he turns every experience he has had in that regard into a war metaphor in which he wins.
Having a beard would be just another fight that he has never lost, especially in a city where,
“having a beard is like an arms race,” he says. Leon remembers:

“In 2003 there was a battle between the old guard and my guard — I was kind of

[air quotes] ‘the new people’ — and I had it out with a former curator of the

Whitney Biennial. And he was trying to say things [about Portland], and I was

like, “No your head’s up your ass, you don’t know what you’re talking about.’

And I was like, ‘Look, you’re Custer and I’'m Crazy Horse.” That’s actually how I

started it off. I said, ‘Look, I’'m sure you’re a fine General and you know what

you’re doing, but I know the territory and I’ve got more... boots on the ground.’

He was trying to say that, ‘Portland’s a bunch of DIY kids in their basements

drinking Pabst.” And I was like, ‘No you don’t understand, there are people here

with degrees from Columbia... They’re not just a bunch of kids celebrating their



own [sic] amateurity. There are consummate professionals here who you are

belittling by not seeing this as a more multi-layered, multivalent scene.’”
The exchange between Leon and the out-of-town curator, which took place online, was more of a
side-skirmish in a battle that was also fought locally, on the ground. “There was a battle that took
place,” recalled Leon, again, “...and it was just a total throw down. What happened was there
was a series of large warehouse shows...” Leon continued to describe an explosion of
contemporary art activity in Portland in the year 2003, as if out of nowhere; a series of “tightly
curated” shows in large, empty warehouse buildings, including one titled Battle of the Artist-
Curators. It was “a year of solid, crazy, warehouse programming,” he said. His own curation that
year, Wild West, featured artists from Portland, Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Seattle, and
won him a story in the Oregonian’s Arts & Entertainment section.

“Basically I told Portland that ‘This is an art city,” and ‘This is going to happen,’

and ‘Get out of our way.’ That’s really what that [local battle] meant. And it

pissed people off. But by 2003, the battle was over... Anyone who had been a

[Portland] critic before that point really couldn’t make any kind of case [against

it]. It was just too high profile, consistently... And so that’s what happened in

2003, and by 2005, you know, Whitney curators and other major curators had

come through, and it was a done deal. Portland was already a hot art city.”
So Leon describes a Portland art scene, and his own career, as a war fought on two fronts. On the
home front, Leon battles an “old guard” art world. This old guard’s critics and journalists had
been covering Portland’s modest commercial gallery scene in local newspapers for years.

According to Leon, their aesthetic concerns were old-fashioned, and whatever local influence



they had would eventually succumb to a rising tide of younger artists and transplants (including
himself) whose practices were informed by a larger, global contemporary art world.

The second front is fought against that global contemporary art world, represented here
by curators from the Whitney Museum of Art, whose job, as we will see, includes keeping an eye
on the pulse of the nation’s many local contemporary art scenes, and whose evaluations of such
scenes can have far reaching consequences for artists’ careers. On this front, Leon works to
position Portland as a legitimate site of contemporary art activity against the perception that it is
merely the hinterland, far outside contemporary art’s U.S. centers, New York City and Los
Angeles, which are known to concentrate “serious” artists and artistic scenes.

As an urban and cultural sociologist, I am less interested here in whether Portland is
either a ‘multi-layered, multivalent scene’ or ‘just a bunch of kids in their basement drinking
Pabst,” than I am in the more basic observation that the place is contested as such. Evidence of
both alternatives could likely be found in many Portland basements, but such perceptions matter
for how artists there are understood on a national and global stage, and therefore, for local artists’
career opportunities beyond their local scene. More telling is Leon’s use of war metaphors to
define Portland’s present art scene against its past and against other places.

Leon is not the first to understand the art world as a battlefield. Pierre Bourdieu’s (1993)
field approach also views this world as a universe of struggle for legitimacy, which includes a
struggle over the power to consecrate, or the authority to name who and what counts as a worthy
of artistic admiration and value, and in this case where one might look to find it. The value of art
(culturally or price-wise) is never inherent in the work itself, but accrues as an outcome of social
and symbolic struggles to position artists’ works and careers relative to each other, or to

otherwise define what is relevant, what is interesting, what is ‘contemporary,’ and how so.



Actors within fields need not consciously articulate the stakes and rewards as such, but artists’
careers depend in part on their ability to position themselves in terms of these struggles.

Leon’s war metaphors in this sense may reveal a certain ‘feel for the game’ in this
symbolically contentious career field, although his overt use of that language draws suspicion
from his peers. Still, Leon’s strategic orientation also reveals a dimension of this struggle
scarcely considered by sociologists and scholars of contemporary art careers: the stakes and
rewards associated with the reputation of one’s city, place, and scene.

This study follows artists’ efforts to navigate career opportunities and constraints in a
reputational field where resources for accumulating those reputations are thought to be limited.
Although Bourdieu (1993) and several others (Becker 1982; Moulin 1987; Thornton 2008;
Velthius 2005) have pointed out that status, reputation, and prestige are key to the production of
artistic works, prices, and career maintenance, most of these studies focus at the center of the art
world, where art markets, institutions, and other social resources are robust enough to attract and
reward many careers. As we will see, cities vary in the kinds of resources they offer artists and
other art world actors in their efforts to take up positions in these struggles. As the vignette with
Leon demonstrates, places themselves accumulate reputations as such, and place reputations
color artistic evaluation processes, art-historical significance, and thus individual artists’ career
chances, just as individual artists, dealers, collectors, and museums do. Places represent
positions in this field of symbolic struggles. Places like Portland are subject to debates about
their relative cultural worth, especially among “new guard” artists and actors like Leon striving
to win some credibility outside New York in what is supposed to be a “decentered” global art
world. Places are actively made as such by local actors with a stake in their own career; and as

such places are also moving targets in a global, reputational career field.



Johnny Invective

Portland is not the only U.S. city where contemporary art activity has emerged in recent
years. Nashville’s Demonbreun Gallery is one of many new art galleries concentrated downtown
along the recently renamed Fifth Avenue of the Arts. Two blocks down from the Capitol, and
two blocks up from the honky-tonks on Lower Broadway, these galleries add a destination to
Downtown Nashville’s long trajectory of postindustrial decline and redevelopment. The recent
addition of a commercial gallery scene and an arts identity here since 2006 owes much to the
efforts of one local developer who opened Demonbreun Gallery on the street level of one of his
“artist loft” buildings, as well as to several artist-entrepreneurs that have opened shoestring,
“alternative” galleries or “project spaces” in the historic Arcade building across the street. On the
First Saturday of every month, Arts Avenue and Arcade galleries coordinate their openings in an
effort to draw audiences that might not otherwise attend singular gallery openings. The regular
art crawls here have generated some coherence of an art scene in Nashville.

Jaci, a Nashville artist and recent transplant, accompanied me to a First Saturday Art
Crawl on one of my first forays into the field. We walked between commercial galleries, artists’
studios, and even parking garages that were showing art and serving wine and cheese. We
happened into the Demonbreun Gallery, which is a popular venue during First Saturdays, and fits
about 150 people at a time. Jaci and I met Barry, a local artist who also doubles as the gallery’s
coordinator and curator. I told Barry that I am a sociologist, working on this ethnographic study
of artists and art scenes in Portland and Nashville, and that I would like to talk with him in the
near future about his career. Barry was accommodating and full of lively conversation. During
opening events such as this, artists, gallery directors, and curators often assume a responsibility

for making sure everyone is entertained. Barry made sure Jaci and I had a cup of wine.



As the three of us were talking, a man walked by with an ominous contraption attached to
his face that was part motorcycle helmet, part gas mask, and part bullhorn. The man in the mask
casually walked around the gallery, spending a second or two in front of each of the paintings on
the walls, as if mimicking the majority of the other art-crawlers. I would later learn that this is
the artist known as Johnny Invective. Or, Johnny Invective is the alias of one Nashville artist
whom for this particular “guerrilla performance” asked a friend to walk through the First
Saturday openings wearing this mask so as to upset gallery etiquette while the real artist stood by
as if an unsuspecting observer, taking pictures of people’s reactions.

Such was the effect of this particular performance in upsetting gallery norms that Barry,
who was hitherto all smiles, became suddenly agitated: “I should just kick that guy out,” Barry
said, “I mean look at him, he’s disturbing the customers who are trying to look at the art.” I did
not think people were exactly disturbed; most of them seemed to keep their distance from Johnny
Invective, not quite sure what to make of him. But Barry continued, “I mean I see that kind of
thing in New York. I go to New York all the time. But there it’s planned; it’s part of the show.
Nobody knows that this guy isn’t part of this show.” Instead of confronting Johnny, Barry got
distracted with another conversation. Jaci then whispered in my ear: “that guy [Barry] is full of
shit. If he really ever lived in New York, he would appreciate this.”

Barry and Jaci do not know Leon, but like Leon, their careers require travel, and their
pathways will inevitably lead them through or connect them to New York City in some way or
another. New York has long been the center of U.S. and global, modern and contemporary visual
art (c.f- Crane 1987; Guilbaut 1983; Thornton 2008); it concentrates art market activity, as well
as the dominant museums and the internationally circulating publications that generate exposure

and legitimacy for artistic professionals. New York matters for more than the institutional



resources it offers, howevers; it is also a symbolically powerful point of reference. As the
vignettes above illustrate, artists can refer to New York to buttress their claims to authority on
matters of what is ostensibly real art from what is pretend or “disturbing,” regardless if those are
opposite claims. For Barry, Johnny’s performance appears illegitimate because it is not of New
York. For Jaci, Barry’s evaluation of Johnny’s performance appears illegitimate because it is not
really of New York either. Recall that for Leon, art degrees from Columbia University and
attention from Whitney Biennial curators (both New York institutions) provide evidence of a
serious (“multi-level, multivalent) professional art scene.

Unlike Barry, Jaci, and Leon, however, Johnny Invective has never been to New York for
more than a site-seeing trip. He grew up in a small town in the Southwest part of Missouri. He
attended a small college in the area that offered some art classes but not an art degree; he
majored in philosophy, although he always considered himself an artist. He moved to Nashville
after graduating, in part because it was the largest nearby city. Although his art career thus far
has been limited to a regional if not local geography, his practices and aesthetic concerns are
nevertheless informed by a contemporary arts discourse that has diffused everywhere, including
rural Missouri. The contemporary art world is said to be “decentered” in recent decades, diffused
throughout countless urban art scenes in both central and peripheral cities around the world, such
that it is often assumed that an artist can live just about anywhere and still be a contemporary
artist. Indeed, the internet is thought to play a major role in the diffusion of contemporary art
discourse and practice, and has been a principal medium through which Leon has found a voice
for himself and for his city as a whole on a global scale.

There are differences between Leon and Jonny Invective, however. Unlike Leon’s battle

for Portland’s reputation, the artist known as Johnny Invective is ambivalent about his city. “No,



there is no benefit to calling yourself a Nashville artist,” he told me. Leon takes an active role in
promoting the image of city as a “hot art city,” while Johnny Invective struggles to figure out his
own path in an emerging art scene. Johnny wavers between the sentiments: “I have to get out of
here,” and “maybe Nashville is not the problem.” The two artists take different roles in their
respective local art scenes, but the difference between Leon and Johnny is also indicative of the

difference between the kind of resources and reputations that their respective places offer.

Center and Periphery

The dissertation that follows is based on two years of field observations and 76
interviews with contemporary visual artists and related arts professionals in two off-center U.S.
cities: Portland, Oregon and Nashville, Tennessee. The central question that animates the
chapters that follow is: How do artistic professionals navigate career opportunities and
constraints outside of the centers, New York and Los Angeles, which are already known to
concentrate the social and institutional resources that propel and reward artistic careers? While
previous research on art worlds and artistic careers have generated much insight into the social
organization and logics of artists careers, these studies take place in single urban contexts, and
most of them focus heavily on the centers. The multi-city design adopted here allows a
comparison of artists’ careers between places, thus answering how career strategies and practices
are informed by different places, or unfold in spite of them.

Most of what is known about visual artists’ careers derives from studies that focus at the
centers of the art world. Not all artists can live in New York and Los Angeles, however, and
while those cities concentrate a relatively high population of artists per capita, only 20 percent of

American professional visual artists actually live in New York or Los Angeles (see Appendix,



Table A). The majority of artists live elsewhere; they live in a variety of off-center places that
vary with respect to the institutions, markets, and symbolic credits those places afford them.
Indeed, I evoke the term “off-center” here to complicate what elsewhere has been a residual
category — the periphery — and I offer a more nuanced analysis of the role of place in artistic
careers and cultural production processes generally in the twenty first century.

Off-center cities are not at all the same; they vary in the kinds of resources they offer for
artists; although the global field does generate a common set of practices and dispositions that
aim to overcome local, place-based constraints. At the outset of this study, I wanted to
understand how artists’ careers unfold within a variety of off-center cities, as if those cities and
careers were somehow autonomous from, or existed in “parallel” to art worlds found in New
York and Los Angeles. The analyses that follow move well beyond the variable resources at the
local level, however, and instead view these local scenes as embedded in a larger, global field.

Like artists everywhere, off-center artists’ careers include their artistic practices, but also
strategies to secure exhibition opportunities, media exposure, and other socially derived means of
accumulating recognition and/or “success” as they define that term for themselves, or negotiate it
with others. As the vignettes above begin to detail, however, the places in which their careers
unfold matter a great deal. Because resources in off-center art worlds are limited, artists in
Portland and Nashville struggle to accumulate recognition both within and beyond their local
artistic scenes. As well these artists struggle to reconcile the status of their local scene in the
global field. They live out translocal careers; the opportunities and constraints they face require
that they orient their concerns simultaneously at both local and global scales.

The dominant model of the geography of artistic production holds that there is a clear

center, which differs markedly from the periphery or hinterland, which tends to be a residual

10



category. Economists and sociologists have long explained that artistic activity clusters in
particular places to facilitate the interaction and exchange required between the various roles and
inputs that make artistic production possible (c.f., Caves 2000; White and White 1965). Artists
living outside of those clusters, by contrast, are thought to experience a relative disadvantage. In
his book Art Worlds (1982), Howard Becker writes:

“Regional segments... are usually oriented to the metropolitan centers of the

“big” art world... Their participants suffer from a lack of exhibition opportunities,

and even more from the sense that successes in their region will do them little or

no good in the larger world they aspire to, a world almost totally unaware of

them” (p. 160).
In the contemporary visual art world those U.S. centers are New York and Los Angeles.
Globally, its centers also include places like London and Berlin, although New York City has
been the dominant global art center in the post WWII era (Guilbaut 1983). New York houses the
dominant art galleries and robust concentrations of market activity generally; it houses
publications like ArtForum International that can expose artists to audiences around the world; it
houses the dominant museums that have the power to consecrate, whose collections make up
what tends to count as art history. New York is the place that concentrates more daily interaction
and exchange between artists, dealers, critics, collectors, and curators, whom jointly produce the
conventions (Becker 1982) and beliefs (Bourdieu 1993) that make art meaningful and possible.

Other cities offer fewer such resources, although there is evidence the geography of the
global art world is changing. Sarah Thornton (2008) has recently described this art world’s

spatial configuration thus:
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“The contemporary art world is a loose network of overlapping subcultures held

together by a belief in art. They span the globe but cluster in art capitals such as

New York, London, Los Angeles, and Berlin. Vibrant art communities can be

found in places like Glasgow, Vancouver, and Milan, but they are hinterlands to

the extent that the artists working in them have often made an active choice to

stay there. Still, the art world is more polycentric than it was in the twentieth

century, when Paris, then New York held sway (p. xi).”
Evident but not explicit in Becker’s and Thornton’s accounts is that the difference between
center and periphery — between New York and Nashville, for example — amounts to more than
the relative concentration of social and institutional resources that facilitate artists’ careers. The
difference also includes where certain ‘senses’ and ‘aspirations’ toward success are pointed
(Becker), and how ‘active choices’ between ‘center’ and ‘hinterland” would seem to validate the
‘belief” that unites professional artists everywhere (Thornton). These authors imply, and the
vignettes above demonstrate, that art’s spatial centers validate and legitimate artistic concerns;
they translate to a “serious” orientation to making art; they produce aspirations and orientations
towards them. Center and periphery thus describes a geographic distinction, differences in
institutional and social resources, as well as different symbolic markers of relative worth.

Center/periphery differences affect artists’ marketability as well as their chances for
critical appraisal. Stuart Plattner’s (1993) “economic anthropology” of the St. Louis art market in
the early 1990s shows how dealers and collectors struggled to evaluate and put a price on artistic
works in St. Louis, in part because of uncertainty regarding the quality of the work. Like Jaci and
Barry, above, one strategy among artists, dealers, and collectors in circumventing this

uncertainty is by making reference to New York. Plattner suggests what I am calling here the St.
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Louis Hypothesis: An abstract painting made by a St. Louis artist can command only a fraction
of what a New York artist could charge for the same painting, at the same gallery, at any given
gallery in the U.S., by virtue of the address attached to the artists’ bio alone. Further, a St. Louis
art collector is more likely to travel to New York to buy art, and spend more money. The extra
cost for the collector is weighed against the uncertainty of the “down home” product in St. Louis.
By buying in New York, the collector is assured that their investment is informed by a dynamic
art world that presumably rewards critically evaluated art and artists. Plattner refers to “New
York hegemony” as the circumstance in which artists and art works are valued and evaluated
depending on their associations with, or comparisons and contrasts against New York. In a
similar social world, Pinhiero and Dowd (2009) find that Jazz musicians in New York and New
Orleans, the centers of the Jazz art world, tend to do better both economically and critically than
do Jazz musicians in San Francisco, net of individual factors including a musicians’ relative
accumulation of cultural and social capital.

Why is New York the center of the visual art world? One humorous explanation
(stemming from within the New York art world) is that because New York is such an ugly city,
its residents are compelled to make and buy art to make their lives more beautiful (Burnham
2000). But certainly there are uglier cities, and New York was not always the center of the art
world. Rather, the city’s current status as such results from efforts among a variety of individuals
to build institutions that isolate and insulate certain kinds of cultural exhibition and exchange
(see DiMaggio 1982), and also from various efforts — individual or state influenced — to draw
attention to the city as a legitimate site of modern art production against other global rivals. This
was the case in the early twentieth century when Arthur Stieglitz made an active effort to bring

European artists to New York and establish an American school of modern art. The so-called
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New York School finally grew up around the Abstract Expressionists in the post WWII era,
which required many subsequent efforts to position New York artists as distinct from artists
elsewhere (Ashton 1974). New York City Stole the Idea of Modern Art, as Serge Guilbaut (1983)
has put it. In Guilbaut’s account, New York’s reputation was made in part by U.S. government
investment in the image of the Abstract Expressionist movement as a cultural representative
American democracy and individuality against other global, cold-war rivals.

Thomas Gieryn (2008) has recently added that, along with the New York School that
came to dominate the world of modern art in the 1940s, so too did the idea that a New York
address (including its loft live/work lifestyle) became a necessary component of the artists’
vision. New York’s 8" Street and 10™ Street galleries and hangouts became modern art’s
“cenacles,” or its “truth spots.” “You had to be there,” Tom Wolfe (1975) described:

“You can get all the tubes of Windsor & Newton Paint you want in Cincinnati,

but the artists keep migrating to New York all the same... You can see them six

days a week... hot off the Carey airport bus, lined up in front of the real-estate

office on Broome Street in their identical blue jeans, gum boots and quilted Long

March jackets... looking, of course, for the inevitable Loft...” (pp. 13).

In the twentieth century, thus, New York became the center of the art world as a result of a social
production process — institutionally as well as symbolically; its current status is the result of a
social production process, not an historical inevitability. Likewise, Los Angeles became a second
arts center in the 1960s, also following the active efforts among arts boosters there to transmit
the image of Los Angeles as such (c.f., Plagens 1999 [1975]; Drohojowska-Philp 2011).

Generally speaking, cities accumulate resources useful for career advancement, but they

also accumulate reputations that differently color perceptions and evaluations of artistic works
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beyond the various resources that they concentrate. In Gieryn’s (2008) terms, “Place-based labels
for circles of artists and their works help to establish value and secure reputations” (395). In
addition to alleviating uncertainty for dealers and collectors, place reputations are actively
produced and reproduced in efforts to negotiate artistic value. Long-time arts writer Peter
Plagens recently told a story about a mandate given by his former editor at Ar¢Forum when that
publication was headquartered in Los Angeles in the late 1960s, before it too made the
compulsory move to New York: “You can give me a story about a known artist in an unknown
place, or an unknown artist in an known place, but never give me a story about an unknown artist
in an unknown place,” said the editor (Plagens 2010).

The validating influence of the center is evident as well in many sociological studies of
the modern and contemporary visual art worlds, which in turn reify the status of the center (c.f.,
Crane 1987; Giuffre 1999; Moulin 1987; Halle and Tiso 2010; Thornton 2008; Velthius 2005).
For example, Thornton’s (2008) recent account focuses exclusively on a small number of highly
reputed artists, critics, collectors, and dealers who tend to live between New York, Los Angeles,
and London, and who are perceived to set the standards of artistic legitimacy and value. Indeed,
Thornton’s descriptive account seems to rest only on the star power that it contains. Sociologist
Andreas Szanto (2003) likewise suggests that, “New York and Los Angeles are joint custodians
of virtually all art activity of consequence in the U.S.” (393). Such assessments resonate with an
art historical perspective, but by focusing only at the centers, these studies do not allow us to
consider the validating influence of the place itself. Becker (1982) might suggest that these
studies merely focus on those actors that have already won the “organizational victories” implied
by their collectively agreed upon art historical importance in the first place. A more

sociologically rigorous model might instead suggest instead that, ‘New York and L.A. organize
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the joint activities of virtually all of the custodians of artistic consequence.” The perspective
offered here takes that a step further, however, to suggest that New York and Los Angeles not
only organize but legitimate those custodians as well, and that legitimacy is a part of a social
production process, which in turn, animates the field for artists everywhere.

Because of its emphasis on the largest urban centers, our current knowledge of artistic
production and artists’ careers is at best incomplete, and at worst biased. By focusing away from
New York and Los Angeles, this study offers nuance to how we think about artists’ careers via
the causes and consequences of its global spatial organization. Becker and Thornton are right and

EN19

wrong about artists’ “active choices” or “opportunities.” They are right to point out the variation
in the type and variety of resources that central and peripheral places offer for artists’ careers, but
off-center artists do not necessarily “suffer” for lack of opportunity. As the artists’ career
pathways detailed in this study will illustrate, artists are not fixed in one place, and those places
are neither fixed to their reputations. In fact, regarding exhibition opportunities, artists in this
study reveal that it is always much easier to exhibit in Portland or Nashville than New York or
Los Angeles. For that matter, it is always easier to exhibit in places where one is an active
participant of a local scene. Moreover, one’s ‘place’ alone does not determine one’s success. Just

as there are undiscovered artists from Gee’s Bend, Alabama, there are plenty of artists in New

York City and Los Angeles (good and bad) whose careers will inevitably lead nowhere.

Twenty-First Century Cities
Contemporary art scenes like the one that Leon describes in Portland, and the one that
appears around the First Saturday Art Crawl in downtown Nashville can now be found in many

U.S. cities, large and small. Just as New York became a center of art in the twentieth century, the
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emergence of contemporary art scenes in Portland and Nashville in recent years also corresponds
to particular historical conditions. One is the rapid growth of a professional artistic labor force in
the U.S. in the latter half of the twentieth century (NEA 2008). This growth corresponded with
the diffusion of Masters and Bachelors of Fine Arts degree granting institutions throughout the
country in that time, which in turn provide full time jobs for professional artists, which in turn
allow them to maintain a steady income and produce work that is (more or less) insulated from
market pressures. Artist eventually became a respectable middle class occupational choice; “far
from shocking the Bourgeoisie, art became the aesthetic vision of the Bourgeoisie (Zukin 1982).
More recently, a paradigm shift among city planners, developers, and policy makers, actively
encourages the development of artistic scenes as a source of “creative” human capital and
economic development (c.f., Florida 2002; Peck 2005; Shaw and Sullivan 2011; Silver and
Grodach 2012).

Meanwhile, it has also been suggested that the world in the twenty-first century is “flat”
(Friedman 2006). Friedman argued that recent global political-economic transformations,
coupled with the advent and spread of new communications technologies, have rendered distance
nearly irrelevant to the flow of global commerce, and this includes cultural production. One may
locate anywhere and still compete.

The idea that the art world is “decentering” makes sense in light of this trend. The spread
of the internet means that images and information can be shared around the globe instantly. Most
contemporary artists have webpages, allowing them some degree of visibility and exposure
everywhere at once. Art can be bought and sold digitally, and so the importance of New York as
a “shop floor,” as some artists refer to it, is also perhaps less relevant. Many artists also blog or

have other online profiles and personalities that link up with others, thereby contributing to
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virtual communities of shared interests that do not require face-to-face interaction. The growth of
donation sites like Kickstarter means that artists can now reach millions of potential patrons at
once, and that anyone can potentially be a patron, for example, with minimum donations of one
dollar, or simply by “liking” a project to increase its visibility for others. The Internet itself has
even served as something of a new artistic medium and subject matter. LOCATE has given
Leon’s career legs, and in turn he has made it his mission to advocate local artists and increase
the whole scene’s visibility for audiences and gatekeepers in other places.

Thus we have arrived at two competing hypotheses. The first is that place matters for
artists’ careers because different places concentrate different resources and reputations that
translate to different career opportunities and outcomes. Indeed, the vignettes above illustrate
clearly artists’ anxieties about the relative status of their local art scenes, market chances aside.
The second hypothesis would be that place matters no longer: contemporary art discourse has
spread everywhere; the Internet has a democratizing influence on artistic careers everywhere;
New York’s “hegemony” in this sense is a relic of an earlier era. If Leon, Jaci and Barry have to
reference New York to legitimate their artistic concerns, then this is perhaps a habit of an
outmoded, twentieth-century condition.

The resolve of these competing hypotheses in the pages that follow will have much to do
with the complex character of what sociologists and geographers call “place.” As suggested
above, places are not simply geographic coordinates filled with stuff. Places are also invested
with meanings that in turn influence how people make sense of their worlds (Gieryn 2000), and
this includes how art works and artistic scenes as a whole can be understood as legitimate or not.

In contrast to the “flat world” hypothesis, David Harvey (1990) offers a “conditional”

theory of twenty-first century global geography, with special inflection on place as a social and
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cultural construct with subsequent social and cultural consequences. Harvey’s urban materialist
analysis suggests that the global economic crises of the 1970s initiated a shift in the strategies of
accumulation and regulation of global capital exchange. He argues that while the spatial
constraints against the flow of capital, people, and information have been diminishing forever,
though with ever-increasing pace, place matters more than ever. For one reason, places become a
source of identity, or as an ontological mooring against an increasingly fleeting and ephemeral
world characterized now by an ever-increasing barrage of images and ideas.”> Moreover, the
postindustrial economic crisis encouraged firms to seek out new labor markets overseas, which
in turn changed how cities can go about attracting and accumulating capital. As a consequence,
cities everywhere have sought to identify and brand themselves in particular ways. Place is now
especially resonant as a marker of authenticity in the production of cultural products. For
example, New Orleans brands itself around Jazz (Gotham 2007); Chicago brands itself around
the Blues (Grazian 2003); Nashville brands itself around “Music” generally.

It is in this vein that we may consider why cities all over the U.S. have adopted arts-led
development strategies in recent decades. From an urban development perspective, artists and
artistic scenes are thought to generate certain economic “dividends” (Markusen and Schrock
2006) and art and artists have been seen as a “solve [for postindustrial] urban crises” (Landry and
Bianchini 1995). Artists have been utilized as place-holders in transitioning neighborhoods for
the symbolic values they generate for places and place-related lifestyles (Zukin 1982), and artists

and art scenes have since been observed as key players in gentrification processes in cities

* Harvey argues that the conquering time and space in the service of capital accumulation are the
driving logics of modernity, although with ever-increasing pace since 1973. Published in 1990,
Harvey’s Condition of Postmodernity could not have foreseen the advent of the internet, nor the
collapse of the Berlin Wall, both of which have dramatically opened the geography of global
capital flows in the last two decades. Yet, Harvey seems to have predicted quite clearly the crises
of economic institutions around the production and exchange of fictitious capital.
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everywhere. Most recently, Richard Florida’s (2002) Rise of the Creative Class made arts-led
development discourse popular reading for City Hall secretaries, property developers, and arts-
funding institutions everywhere. Florida argued that vibrant artistic scenes lead to rich,
innovative milieus, which in turn attract highly educated “young creatives” and generate regional
economic advantage in the long run. Although the “creative class” paradigm has been thoroughly
criticized, Florida’s arguments have been adopted widely (c.f., Peck 2005; Macgillis 2009). But
while this has meant that cities everywhere now appear to want to embrace artists and artistic
scenes, it does not necessarily follow that such development efforts extend to artists’ own career
concerns. Contemporary artists’ career logics are generated primarily from the field of
contemporary art. These concerns have much to do with the relevance of artists’ cities or ‘places’
in the larger, global field, regardless if city officials would like to develop artistic scenes in the
service of capital accumulation in other fields (Shaw 2012). Nevertheless, the geography
contemporary visual arts production must also be understood as dynamic and unfolding in light

of particular historical conditions.

Fields and Scenes: Three Propositions

This study offers a nuanced model of the spatial organization of contemporary arts
production that considers the role of place in light of twenty-first century trends, grounded in off-
center artists’ career patterns and practices. The thesis that organizes the chapters that follow is
that contemporary artists’ careers are dually embedded in local scenes and global fields of
cultural production. By dually embedded, I mean that artists’ career concerns are enabled and
constrained by two different informally organized social arenas, characterized here by different

geographies of opportunity and access, and each producing different stakes and consequences for
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career mobility and success. To advance this thesis, I propose a series of propositions that will be
developed and unpacked in the chapters that follow.

Proposition 1: Career mobility in the global field requires accessing and accumulating
social and institutional resources that exist beyond one’s local scene. Off center cities alone do
not offer the kinds of resources that can sustain very many artists’ careers. As such, artists must
work to develop opportunities elsewhere, market-wise, reputation-wise, or otherwise. In this
sense, artists’ careers are translocal.

Proposition 2: Translocal mobility is aided by local visibility. 1t follows from the first
proposition that artists must be able to make connections to other places. One way they can do so
is by working within their local scenes to create network opportunities that will bring them
outside of that local scene. In turn, this requires being an active member of one’s local scene.
This implies that local scenes are generated by artists’ own attempts to navigate career
opportunities on a global scale.

Proposition 3: Places accumulate reputations, which color perceptions of artistic merit,
and which thereby influence artists’ chances of securing market values and career visibility and
viability. In one sense, an artist is only as recognizable as their place, city, or scene is visible in
the larger, global field, despite the Internet. It follows that place reputations are at stake in the
advancement of artists’ own careers. As Leon’s battle on the global front suggests, one way that
artists can work to accumulate recognition in the field is by working to establish their city as a
legitimate one, recognizable to outside observers and gatekeepers.

To this point I have alternately used art world, field, and scene to describe the social
arenas in which artistic activities cohere. Art world refers to a sociological conception of the

organization of artistic production (e.g., Howard Becker’s (1982) book Art Worlds), but the term
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originates in aesthetic philosophy (Danto 1964) to describe the contexts in which art can be
perceived as “art.” Within “the contemporary art world” (in Becker’s sense) the term also arises
as a dirty word; it is used to refer to a particular power dynamic, namely, to those recognized
artists, critics, dealers, and collectors, whose reputations would have an outsize influence on the
discourse about contemporary art. These are the names and reputations that sit atop a hierarchy
of what Bourdieu would call “symbolic capital;” the gatekeepers who live in places like New
York and Los Angeles; this is the “Art World” that Sarah Thornton (2008) wrote about. More
generally, the term might refer to an uncritical orientation towards success — to “make it in the art
world,” for example, might be considered “gauche” if someone said it like that. Because of these
competing definitions, the term is rather inappropriate for any formal analyses of the population
in question here. Throughout the following pages, I still use the term to refer to those whose
careers and interests have to do with contemporary art, generally. This is a more sociological
(Becker’s) sense of the term. The “art world” as I refer to it here includes art stars in New York
as well as art-school students in Kansas.” I use the terms fields and scenes to refer specifically to
the different geographic scales in which artists’ careers unfold. I offer brief definitions here,
before elaborating on the global field of contemporary art in Chapter Two, and local artistic
scenes in Chapter Four.

A field is a principle of stratification that describes a social space of positions in which
actors are united by a common orientation to a particular set of stakes and rewards (Bourdieu
1993). Fields generate “specific profits” which actors differently accumulate, which in turn

present them with different opportunities to maintain their relative position or contest others. The

* But my definition does not include the man-servant that might bring an artist coffee every
morning, or any other peripheral roles that Becker includes that would make art making possible
(See Becker 1982: 1).
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field concept is usefully applied to art and cultural production, where the stakes and rewards that
unite actors are both material (money exchanged for artistic products) and symbolic (peer
recognition, consecration, and/or art-historical relevance). As suggested above, the value of any
given artist or artistic object is the product of social struggles for authority to consecrate.
Individual artists, as well as dealers, critics, and other roles, institutions such as museums, and
genres, media, and other classification schemes are all at stake in these struggles, as are the
places, cities, and scenes through which these individuals and institutional struggles are lived.
As we will see in Chapter Two, the field concept also implies that the practices,
dispositions, and ‘strategies of accumulation’ of actors engaged in it are enabled by each relative
position to each other (i.e., each relative accumulation of field-specific profits). In turn, this
implies a methodological approach: that the field as whole can be analyzed in light of its actors’
practical strategies of accumulation, conceptualized here as career pathways. Thus, while “art
world” designates a particular population with similar concerns, the field concept implies that
this population is animated by ‘forces’ and ‘struggles’ aimed at the accumulation of particular
kinds of opportunities in the service of one’s career. The boundaries that emerge around term
“art world” itself can be understood in light of the symbolic struggles generated by the field.
Finally, scene is another concept used by sociologists to describe the informal social
organization of cultural production. The scene concept is rather ambiguous in the literature,
however, particularly regarding the geographic scales through which careers move and unfold.
‘Scene’ is also derived inductively here. Portland and Nashville artists refer to the “Portland
scene” or the “Nashville Scene” to describe the particular set of actors that regularly make and
attend local art events. Thus, I define scenes here specifically as locally specific subsets of actors

within a global field. The social and geographic boundaries of ‘scenes’ are necessarily imprecise,
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but the concept will prove useful in considering translocal career strategies in light of local
constraints. Contemporary arts discourse has diffused throughout the world, but is processed and
reproduced through the interaction of artists and others who can regularly come together and
interact in local milieus. Local artistic scenes mediate individual artists’ careers and the concerns
and strategies of accumulation relevant to the global field. Scenes are made of actors in fields

that share a common set of venues, familiar faces, resources, and place-reputations.

Cases: Portland and Nashville

Nashville and Portland represent two theoretically interesting cases. The cities are of
similar size, but dramatically different in their populations and population-trend of visual artists.
Portland contains a high relative concentration of visual artists, and that population is rapidly
increasing. Nashville’s artist population is smaller by contrast, and is decreasing.*

Nashville ranks as the 25" largest U.S. city with 605,000 residents, and a Metropolitan
(MSA) population of 1.6 million. Portland ranks as the nation’s 30™ largest city with 566,000
inhabitants, and an MSA of 2.2 million. The 2000 U.S. census counted 2,310 “primary-
occupation” fine artists in Portland, slightly more than two-per-thousands of its total labor force
(NEA, 2008), 29 percent higher than the national average. American Community Survey data
estimates that same population by 2010 (2006-10) at 3,077, or 80 percent more than the national

average. In Nashville, the 2000 U.S. census counted only 950 fine artists, significantly less than

* Recent sociological studies of place follow a two-city, “most-similar-cases” model identified
by Molotch, Freudenberg and Paulson (2000) and Paulson (2004). These studies isolate key
dependent variables, and then proceed historically to uncover how places (e.g., cities, regions, or
even states) follow similar or divergent pathways. This study breaks from those by focusing on
two different cases, and proceeds to examine in each both the common logics of artists’ career
strategies, as well as the differences among artists’ career chances and outcomes between places.
In this section, I contextualize Portland and Nashville in light of their contrasts.
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the relative percentage found in Portland. By 2010, the estimate for this population dropped
slightly to 904, making the visual artist population there significantly smaller than the national
average — 73 percent of what would be expected given the size of Nashville’s labor force as a
whole. Table A (appendix) shows location quotients for visual artists in select U.S. cities
between 1970 and 2010 based on census (PUMS and ACS) estimates °. Portland’s visual artist
population is over three times the size as Nashville’s, and that gap appears to be increasing.
What explains this difference in artist’s location patterns? City size appears to be an
important factor; New York and Los Angeles, America’s two largest cities are also its

9 <6

contemporary arts’ “centers,” and they concentrate the largest populations of visual artists. But
the relative concentration of artists outside of those cases does not follow any consistent pattern
(Table A, appendix). The highest relative concentration of professional visual artists is actually
in the San Francisco Bay Area, the nation’s 13™ largest metro area, while the third and fourth
largest U.S. metros — Chicago and Dallas — actually concentrate fewer artists than the average. If
city size alone explained the spatial distribution artistic career opportunities, we would expect
Portland and Nashville MSAs to have similar populations of visual artists. Instead, Portland and
Nashville offer different environments that differently enable and constrain artistic careers.

As we will see in Chapter Five, Portland and Nashville offer clearly contrasting brands
and “place characters” (Molotch, Freudenberg, and Paulsen, 2000). Portland has established a
reputation as an alternative art city in recent years. Local artists like Leon boast that Portland has

been well represented in recent Whitney Biennials, a feat of real local importance for an exhibit

that overwhelmingly culls from New York and Los Angeles. The arts are also a part of

> Location quotients are calculated as a ratio of the artist population in an MSA to the artist
population that would be expected given the size of the workforce in that MSA. [(Local Artist
Pop/Local Labor Force)/(National Artist Pop/National Labor Force)]
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Portland’s branding strategy, and resonate with economic policy as well. Portland’s economic
strategy aims to build an apparel, design, and advertisement clusters. These industries tap labor
markets that are congruent with visual artists’ skill sets and aesthetic concerns. Visual culture
product industries benefit from visual art scenes, and in turn, they provide employment
opportunities for visual artists, temporary or full-time (Lloyd 2006). Indeed, leading firms in
Portland’s advertising and design sector have regularly employ contemporary artists, sponsor arts
institutions, and host art events.

Nashville, by contrast is the center of one high profile culture industry — commercial
music recording. Theoretically, the concentration of culture industries in particular places
provides additive benefits across culture industries (Caves 2000; Scott 2000). While this explains
the agglomeration of music, film, and contemporary art in New York and Los Angeles, this
appears not to be the case in Nashville, however, where the visual arts pale in comparison to
music industry activity, and there appears to be little interaction between visual artists and music
industry producers in Nashville. In comparison, Nashville’s orientation to cultural markets is
decidedly “country,” while Portland’s appears cosmopolitan and avant-garde.

As we’ll see in Chapter’s Two and Three, Portland and Nashville also differ in the
institutional resources available for artists. One major difference between the cities is their
academic environments. Both cities house a number of colleges and universities, but Portland
contains two art schools that each offers more than one Master of Fine Art degree. Portland’s
Pacific Northwest College of the Arts has been called the fasted growing art school in the
country, and since 2000 the school has developed three different MFA degrees and has
quadrupled its endowment. In the same period Portland State University added an MFA degree

in Contemporary Art and Social Practice to complement its long-standing MFA in Contemporary
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Art and Studio Practice. The addition of these programs has meant that the city now circulates
more students and full-time faculty, whom are now recruited from around the U.S. These
academic programs also provide part time adjunct jobs, which also allow local graduating artists
to generate income and maintain a studio practice while remaining immersed in a professional
contemporary art setting.

Nashville, by contrast, has several colleges and universities, but only one that offers a
Bachelor of Fine Art degree, and none that offer an MFA. While many professional artists in
Nashville sustain their careers through full time professorships or adjunct teaching jobs, the
number of such jobs is considerably less than in Portland. Moreover, the scale of Nashville’s
academic art scene does not generate the same discourse and energy for contemporary art
making; the degrees there are not “professional” degrees. In turn, this means that there are fewer
opportunities for serious art students to sustain the dialogue that informs their academic learning.
If Nashville artists choose to get their MFA, they will have to go elsewhere to do so.

Following “creative” planning trends in cities everywhere, Portland and Nashville have
both adopted strategies of supporting artists and the arts as a source of twenty-first century
growth, although they have implemented different policies in this regard. Portland, in particular,
has become a celebrated alternative arts city in the last decade. Portland has ranked high on
Richard Florida’s (2002) “Bohemian” and “Creativity” indices, in part for local policy efforts at
“enabling artists” (Bulick et al, 2003). Portland is long known as a planning city. Portland State
University also houses the oldest Urban Planning and Design departments in the U.S., and
Portland has been innovative in domains such as public transportation and sustainability (Ozawa
2004). The city’s current efforts to support artistic scenes can be seen as consistent in their effort

to remain at the forefront of issues in urban planning and development. Portland’s arts policy
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world will be introduced again in Chapter Five. For now it will suffice to say that Mayor Sam
Adams (2009-2013) ran on an arts platform and initiated a major overhaul of the city’s arts
planning document. While Portland has also generated spontaneous art world activity in recent
years, it has done so in the context of an active arts policy environment (Shaw 2012).

Nashville’s planning and policy environment, by contrast, appears rather “voluntary.”
Until recently, urban planning and design has not been a Nashville priority. Nashville has
adopted “creative” development strategies generally, but their arts policy world is also
significantly smaller than Portland’s. The Metro Nashville Arts Commission employs eight,
whereas Portland’s Regional Arts and Culture Council (RACC) employs 33.

Different planning contexts also relate to different built environments. The urban built
environment is thought to facilitate art and creativity generally by fostering interaction and
exchange (Florida 2002; Currid 2007). Portland is known to be relatively dense for a city of its
size. This density owes much to the area’s Urban Growth Boundary, which was put in place in
1973 in an effort to limit suburban sprawl, and make development choices publically accountable
rather than privately driven. The UGB has effectively reversed the rent gap, however, making
development more economical in the inner city than in the suburbs, and thereby spurring
gentrification in the inner city. Nashville, by contrast is a sprawling sun-belt city, whose major
period of growth occurred in the post WWII period, in the age of the automobile, outwardly
unconstrained. Apart from a few select neighborhoods, Nashville lacks the pedestrian scale built
environment that facilitates the kind of “street scenes” that generate the kinds of interaction and
exchange that are supposed to stimulate creative and artistic milieus.

In summary, Portland represents a case of a thriving off-center art world, while Nashville

appears to be striving. These different cases present different contexts, different sets of
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opportunities and constraints through which artists’ careers are lived and experienced. As such
they present varying backdrops against which artists practices and career strategies are enacted.
These differences relate to the propositions above in that Portland and Nashville offer different
resources for maintaining one’s career, and difference resources for overcoming local

constraints. These differences are further explored in the following chapters.

Art World Ethnography

The following analyses of artists’ career pathways — and the local art scenes and global
fields that they are embedded in — begin with two years of participant observation, one year in
each of Portland and Nashville. My fieldwork aimed to combine both sited observation of public
art events, or, the settings and scenes in which artists come together socially. To do this, I
followed a variety of leads, beginning with particular artists, or particular venues, which led to
connections with other artists and venues, which in turn led to further opportunities, and so on,
until I had reasonably exhausted the meaningful and analytical categories through which careers
take shape.

I first met Jaci in Nashville, who became a key informant. Jaci invited me to collaborate
and participate in a variety of art projects and performances, and she introduced me to several
other Nashville arts professionals. Jaci and I co-applied were accepted into an interdisciplinary
arts conference in Portland called Open Engagement in the May of 2010. There I met Neil, a
Portland artist (“the soul of Portland’s art scene,” according to one local writer), who we will
meet in Chapter Five. Neil later introduced me to Omar, who we will meet in Chapter Two, who
became a key informant in Portland. Omar would later invite me to participate in an artist and

writer “residency” in his Portland gallery in the fall of 2011, where I participated by giving a
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lecture and by agreeing to develop what might pass for an art “installation” during the
residency’s “opening.”

In addition to the connections that seemed to develop organically throughout the process,
I also sought out a variety of individuals and venues on my own that became known to me as key
players in their local cities and scenes, like Leon. Between May of 2010 and March of 2012, I
spent a total of 10 months in Portland and 12 months in Nashville attending gallery-opening
events, artist lectures, as well as a variety of arts-policy and planning events. I got to know many
others, like Barry and the artist known as Johnny Invective through consistent interaction and
observation during this time. I became a familiar face in Portland and Nashville’s art scenes.

Throughout the course of this fieldwork, some informants — especially Omar — identified
me and introduced me to others as a “writer” covering the local scene. Omar knew I was a
sociologist, and he had a good understanding of what my questions and goals were, but he used
“writer” as a title that others could more readily relate too. “Writers” occupy a powerful role in
art scenes. These people might be critics or journalists, or in some cases they might be creative
writers who draw inspiration from the visual arts. “Writers” often represent an opportunity for
publicity, and so they are usually held in high esteem. When I was first introduced this way, I
would try to dissociate from the term: “I’m just a sociologist,” I would say, “I’m just doing
research for my dissertation.” If I thought I had their attention, I would mention that I would not
be using anyone’s real names. When I introduced myself to artists as a sociologist, however, I
found that this often led to them asking more questions of me than I of them.

Over time I learned to embrace the “writer” designation. Indeed, I am anticipating that
this study will become a book, and it will be accessible by the very people who have shared their

stories with me here. While most artists I talked with were very interested that a sociologist was
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interested in them, I felt that the writer role gave me a different kind of access. I was invited to
artists’ parties here and there, and artists were volunteering information that they thought I might
find interesting, including details about their artwork, whom they associate with, etc.

In addition to participant-observation, I also interviewed a total of 76 artistic
professionals, including: 38 in Portland, 29 in Nashville, and nine artists that moved from
Portland and Nashville to New York to pursue their careers. In Portland and Nashville, 28 of
those interviewees were artists, and the remaining were a combination of dealers, writers, art-
policy professionals, and even arts-advocate property developers.

In each city, my sample began with a short list of artists who I got to know as active
members of their local scenes through sited observation. Using snowball methods, I generated a
list of artists names in each city, which I then drew upon to tap a range of career experiences,
including: men’s and women’s; early-, mid-, and late-career artists; local, regional, and
internationally recognized artists; and highly visible actors in local scenes as well as those who
do not often participate. The sample is predominantly White, though not exclusively, as the art
world in these cities tends to be. Still, the sample is biased towards those central actors in local
scenes; these are the artists I got to know best by making myself visible and active; their friends
and those recommended for interviews tended to be visible and active by extension. Indeed, the
internal dynamics of local scene activity became a key element in my thinking about artist career
pathways. Many interviewees in both Portland and Nashville assumed multiple roles, like Leon,
Barry, and Jaci, for example, as artist-curators, artist-writers, artist-professors, etc., which makes
them more visible, more influential, and hence more prone to recommendation by others for

interview candidates. Although I could only get to know a small percentage of artists in each city
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after only one year spent in each place, common types of observations and experiences in both

cities led me to general conclusions about artists’ career patterns in off-center cities.
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Chapter 2

Mapping the Field of Contemporary Art

Omar

I met Omar at the First Friday Art Walk in Portland’s Central Eastside Industrial District
—now called Central Eastside Arts District. The opening at the Hippo Gallery had received
favorable write-ups from the local alt-weekly and on Leon’s website, so I made it a point to
check it out. The Central Eastside is only the most recent area of Portland to develop an arts
identity. Like First Thursday (Northwest Portland) and Last Thursday (Northeast Portland), First
Friday is the night of the month that studios and alternative art galleries in the district open and
exhibit new artists, host crowds and parties, and bring a public presence to a formerly marginal
city space (see Shaw forthcoming on the topic of art crawls). The district’s ample supply of
buildings with wide open space and natural light, central location, and marginal appearances
would make it ideal for the material and symbolic concerns of visual artists (see Bain, 2003;
Lloyd 2006; Zukin, 1982). The Hippo Gallery is housed in an old, large industrial garage
building, now partitioned by “built-out” standard-white gallery walls.

The guest-curated group-show this month featured a smattering of contemporary art
media: installation art, video, and performance, and very few paintings. There were about fifty-
or-so, twenty- and thirty-something artists/art-students in attendance. Many of them held up their
iPhones to take pictures of a Beyoncé impersonator in drag performing Single Ladies. I did the
same. | found Neil, whom I had met two months earlier at the Open Engagement Conference,
and whom I would later learn is a celebrated figure in Portland’s local art scene. I informed Neil

of my research project, again, which caused his imagination to flicker, “You should talk to
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'9’

Omar!” he said excitedly. Omar is the proprietor of the venue; Neil led me across the room to
make the introduction. Omar would become a key informant. I interviewed him several times,
and he introduced me to many other artists whose voices and career paths will be depicted in the
chapters to come.

Omar is an artist, professor, curator, entrepreneur, and scene-maker. He has lived in
various cities around the world, including Paris, Brussels, Boston and New York City. He moved
to the U.S. for the first time in 2001; he was invited to exhibit at a museum in Brooklyn, so he
packed up and moved to New York. He found New York’s art scene “unwelcoming,” however,
because at the time, he explains, “I had not immersed myself in the American culture of art
making.” He moved to San Francisco in 2003 to attend graduate school. “Getting the Master’s
degree (MFA) allowed me to be part of the academic community,” he says, “... and get the job
teaching.” After graduate school, Omar moved back to New York for a short time in 2006, then
spent some time in Puerto Rico, and then moved to Portland in 2007. He never liked living in
New York. For one reason, he says, “The cost of living is so high, but not just because of rent...”
Omar was loft sitting for an artist-friend that lived between New York and Paris, which cost him
very little. ““...You have to spend $50,000 a year just to go out and network every night,” he says
chuckling, as if uncovering the truth about the New York art world.

Omar also complains about the contemporary art “industry” in New York. As he tells it,
graduate students at top art schools there try to emulate what is selling in the biggest New York
galleries. Professors at these schools encourage this because their positions depend in part on
remaining relevant in the gallery system. The result is a loosely organized system in which
artistic products are more or less standardized by a few high-profile tastemakers. Omar is not at

all opposed to selling his work, but he says, “I’'m old school. I believe art is like a personal need;
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it’s like your voice in the world. But after graduate school I realized it’s a big business.” As a
testimony to his anti-business stance, he says, half-joking, “I don’t even buy ArtForum

'9’

anymore!” Although ArtForum is the most widely circulating contemporary arts magazine in the
world, it is also criticized as pandering to the market (i.e., at the cost of focusing on the “art”).
Further, Omar decided not to stay in New York. “So my idea was to have a studio here in
Portland, and be a part of the [local art] community, and maybe teach, and from here exhibit
around the world.” Indeed, Omar has since been represented in international art fairs, and has
shown his work in various academic and commercial galleries between New York, Los Angeles,
San Francisco, Brussels, and elsewhere.

“Why Portland?” I asked, “If you wanted to get away from New York, Why not Seattle?
Why not L.A.? Why not Omaha, Nebraska?”

“I love Portland,” Omar says. He has a list of the city’s positive attributes, which include
lifestyle concerns, and the fact that the size and scale of Portland’s art scene allows him to take
an active role. It also turns out that Omar once met some Portland art professors in New York at
an academic arts conference. They encouraged him to be in touch. He visited those professors in
Portland a year later, and was invited to apply for his job, which now provides him a steady
income, which in turn he invests in the local scene.

Omar opened Hippo Gallery in 2008 in an effort “to be part of a community.” He
describes Hippo alternately as an “alternative” or “experimental” venue (also known in the art
world as a “project space’), which means that most of the art exhibited there will not be for sale.
At least, Omar does not expect to make money on the venture; neither is he an art “dealer,”

technically speaking, although the gallery does make occasional sales. Omar funds the venue

mostly out of pocket from income generated through his job and sales of his own work, which
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take place elsewhere. The rent is also relatively cheap; it is worth the investment as he
understands it. He knows that the venue is not sustainable in the long run, but it pays off. By
opening and directing the Hippo Gallery, Omar helps to facilitate the local scene, which
positions himself as a central actor within it. More importantly, the curatorial role itself becomes
an outlet to connect with other artists in other places. Through Hippo Omar is able to exhibit
around the world, while generating local scene activity in the process, despite that little money is
being exchanged through his gallery. As Omar explains:

“For me, Hippo is like a platform to experiment. Like showing stuff that I don’t

think mainstream gallery want to show, [or that] mainstream gallery doesn’t think

is sellable. So most of the work that is shown there is not for sale. Therefore, it is

more about experimenting; creating a platform where artists get together and

meet. In terms of me as an artist, it actually gives me a chance to be a part of a

community. And also, I benefit from having other artists exhibiting work that I

can witness and be influenced and use in my own work and career. So it gives me

professionalism in terms of curatorial work. My next thing is I want more and

more a way of reaching other places. For example, in May I was invited to show

in [Europe], so I can use the Hippo platform to create that show. Even though it

was my show, I got to negotiate and have four other artists join me in the show,

and one was from Portland, one from Belgium, one from France, and one from

Africa... So we all went there and did a show and it was quite a success. In

November I [curated] a show in San Francisco, with Portland artists, that was

installation and performance... it was called From Portland with Love, and it

[got] a very nice review. And I’m planning to do one in L.A....”
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Omar later invited me to participate in a “residency” at Hippo for artists and writers an effort to
foment dialogue between them. My participation required giving a public lecture about my
research, as well as developing what might pass for an art “installation” during the residency’s
opening. My installation consisted of early drafts of conference papers derived from this
research, printed on paper that was cut to resemble white cubes (like art galleries), placed on my
desk alongside a stack of informed consent documents that observers were welcome to sign. My
digital audio recorder was also left on the desk, the red, “on” light reminding the audience that it
was recording. What would an ethnographer do? The installation was not exactly well received,
but the local alt-weekly found room to describe my research alongside the other artists’ works.

Fortunately, I am not an artist, and the research at hand is not about art. It is about the
social conditions, opportunities, and constraints that artists face in the process of navigating their
careers outside the centers of the art world. Omar’s move to Portland is instructive in this regard
for the newfound opportunities that he found there. In Portland, Omar has found himself a
central actor in a local scene, oriented more to an art “community,” rather than to an art market, a
difference that he understands precisely in terms of the different places he has lived. Indeed,
Omar is not only oriented to a local community, but to a global field, where mobility between
places matters a great deal in making and sustaining his career.

The purpose of this chapter is to theorize and map the global field of contemporary art as
derived from artists” own understandings of the various opportunities and constraints with which
they must contend in different places. The field concept adopted here owes to Pierre Bourdieu’s
(1977, 1984) general field theory all but the historic and geographic conditions around which his
specific articulation of The Field of Cultural Production (1993) is derived. I have suggested

above that the contemporary situation is one in which places themselves accumulate reputations
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and resources that matter for carecer maintenance and success. Here, I focus on urban variation in
field-generated opportunities and constraints, specifically between markets and scenes.

I begin by reviewing Bourdieu’s field concept, before elaborating on the peculiar
properties of cultural fields and a method for identifying any one field’s genetic structure (i.e., by
analyzing the practical logics and strategies of accumulation evident among the actors that make
it up). Next, I offer a critique of the literature that focuses only on art market roles and
relationships. As evidenced by Omar’s story, a market-centered approach captures only one half
of artists’ career concerns, and disregards artists in places where markets are constrained. This
point will be further demonstrated using artists’ own interpretations of the many constraints
operating against traditional market roles (i.e., dealers, critics, and collectors) in off-center cities.
Finally, this chapter offers an inductively derived typology of off-center cities in light of the
resources they do offer for artists, which, roughly consistent with Bourdieu’s depiction of

cultural fields, belong in the realm of markets on the one hand, and scenes on the other.

The Global Field of Contemporary Art

I refer to the global field of contemporary art as the social arena that generates and
allocates relevant resources and rewards for all artists in the world that share a common
orientation to contemporary art. A field describes a social arena, or a “social space of positions,”
in which actors share a common orientation to a particular set of resources and rewards (or
“specific profits,” or “species of capital”), such that one’s position in that social space is defined
by one’s accumulation of the field’s rewards relative to other contenders. An actor’s relative
endowment of such profits, in turn, influences their dispositions and practical strategies of

accumulation vis-a-vis others. As such, fields are arenas of conflict and struggle, whereby the
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dominant actors — those most endowed with its specific profits — can leverage their relative
advantages to reproduce their positions and the logics of exchange in the process. As a general
stratification concept, a field can refer to any social arena that generates specific rewards that
correspond to different structural patterns (different spaces of positions), each with its own
unique logics of struggle and exchange. For example, one might think of academic or scientific
fields in which credibility and prestige are at stake (and are always contested); a field of
citizenship in which laws and rights are contested; a field of class relations in which financial
wealth or ‘capital’ in its strictly economic form is the guiding force and financial accumulation is
the logic of exchange; a field of gender relations (Bourdieu 2004); a sexual field (Green 2008;
2011); etc. Originally borrowed from the science of electromagnetism, the field concept can
appear to reduce actors to charged particles, whose behaviors by and large conform to the
presence of ‘forces’ external to them (Martin 2011). Social fields are more complicated and
dynamic than physical ones, however, and human actors have more agency than atomic particles
do. For Bourdieu (1993: 30), fields of cultural production are especially dynamic: they are “a
field of forces, but it is also a field of struggles tending to conserve or transform this field of
forces” (emphases original).®

Fields of cultural production — of which the field of contemporary art is one example —

are particularly interesting because they present a unique set of specific profits and strategies of

% Bourdieu has been criticized for emphasizing the reproduction of social structures in such a
way that would appear to assign humans very little agency, however. On the contrary, a
responsible reading of Bourdieu should reveal that social structures in fact arise through human
interaction, and exchange, and struggle. Regarding Bourdieu’s conclusions on the inevitable
tendency toward social reproduction in social class relations (1984), education (Bourdieu and
Passeron 1977), gender relations (2004), owes both to the complexity of the fields that he
describes, as well as the historic- and site-specific milieus he describes.
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accumulation.” Bourdieu (1993) refers to fields of cultural production as “economic worlds
reversed,” meaning that the specific profits that they generate, which he calls symbolic capital
(prestige, reputation), accrues not by conventional economic measures (not by “brute wealth”
(Thornton 2008)), but instead by a “disinterest” or “disavowal” of ordinary economic motives, or
an “art-for-art’s-sake” orientation to artistic production.® The unique economy of cultural fields
(the logics of profit and exchange that it generates) is thus an economy of belief, or of defining
what ‘legitimately’ belongs to a class of things known as “art,” and people known as “artists,”
and further, which among those are ‘good,” which are ‘cutting edge,” or which are ‘derivative’
etc. In Bourdieu’s (1993) words:

“Given that works of art exist as symbolic objects only if they are known and

recognized, that is, socially instituted as works of art and received by spectators

capable of knowing and recognizing them as such, the sociology of art and

literature has to take as its object not only the material production but also the

symbolic production of the work, i.e. the production of the value of the work, or

which amounts to the same thing, of belief in the value of the work™ (37).

’ Bourdieu’s own sociological concern was explain how cultural fields mediate social
reproduction processes in larger political and economic fields (especially in Bourgeois capitalist
society), for example, by revealing the symbolic struggles through which dominant groups
leverage various cultural codes to mark their tastes and dispositions as ‘distinct’ and ‘legitimate
(Bourdieu 1984). The extent to which cultural fields like art and literature actually contribute to
social reproduction across national and historical contexts has been hotly debated, but
Bourdieu’s insights regarding the internal logics of artistic fields, or of the stakes, rewards, and
practices that tether and motivate artists, remains a foundation for any study of artistic career
practices and pathways.

% “Art for art’s sake” (or L’art pour I’ art) is a loaded and contested term. For most contemporary
artists it refers to an art-historical moment in nineteenth century France, in which artists rejected
utilitarian or moralistic functions of art. Bourdieu draws the term from art history, but implies a
definition of art as autonomous from market concerns.

b
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Quite often it is the case that true “art” is defined against those who would seek to profit from it.
This is exactly what Omar does when he eschews the “big business” New York art world and
offers in its place his own “old school” belief that art is a “personal need.”

On the other hand, if we are to take Omar’s words at face value, contemporary art is a big
business, and many can and do profit handsomely from it (Velthius and Coslor 2012). This is
because, according to Bourdieu, cultural fields are never completely autonomous from the
market economy. If they were, the definition of real “art” would be the only stake in the game,
and the logic of symbolic capital would be the only strategy of accumulation. Artists and art
worlds may strive for autonomy, consecrating as legitimate only those that produce what they
define and recognize as “art,” but those definitions are always enfolded in broader fields,
including the market. When Bourdieu refers to the art market as a “trade in things that have no
price” (1993: 74), he does not mean that prices cannot be determined. Rather, he seeks to
disentangle this economy of belief from classical economic perspectives. “If it is all too obvious
that the price of a painting is not determined by the sum of the production costs — the raw
material and the painter’s labor time...” writes Bourdieu, “this is perhaps because we wrongly
define the... process of [its] production” (p. 76). Again, that process is the production of belief,
which depends not on labor time, but on the accumulation and exchange of symbolic capital.

“Who is the true producer of the value of the work — the painter or the dealer...?”
Bourdieu (1993: 76) asks, implying that a dealer’s reputation, not the skill of the artist, nor the
work itself, is the source of the art’s value. It is through such reputations that belief is generated,
through which art can be valued and evaluated, through which its price can ultimately be
achieved, and through which artists’ careers, whether they depend on the market or not, can

advance. A sociological approach to artistic production thus concerns the generation and

41



exchange of symbolic capital, or reputations, which exist in a complicated relationship with
audiences and markets. On the one hand, the field generates a tension between symbolic capital
and marketability. On the other hand, artistic marketability is the result of a social production
process that begins with the accumulation and exchange of symbolic capital.

The field that Bourdieu theorizes should nevertheless be understood as situated in a
particular time and place. His model is derived from analyses of the nineteenth century Parisian
literary scene, which taken by itself, does not require us to think beyond its historical and
geographic particularities. But cultural fields do develop historically, and not only, as most art
historians might have it, in terms of aesthetic revolutions and artistic innovators. “Disinterest,” as
a strategy of accumulation in cultural fields, arises alongside Enlightenment concepts of
individuality, and Bourgeois capitalism generally. For example, scholars have traced the
“genius” around figures like Beethoven (DeNora 1995) and Van Gogh (Heinich 1997) as a
unique social construction. With the birth of the modern art market in nineteenth century, the
notion of the disinterested, genius artist “offered compensation” for artists that could no longer
secure stable salaries in the European art academies (Alexander 2003: 143). “Art-for-art’s-sake”
was not only a statement about art, but also a practical strategy, or a claim to a higher calling.
Such an anti-market, anti-mainstream, or “bohemian” ethos has proven durable, however, and
has continued to inform artistic practices in the late twentieth and twenty-first centuries
(Simpson 1981; Lloyd 2006). Contemporary visual art might represent a special case of a
cultural field, however. Andy Warhol’s famous line, “Making money is art, and working is art,
and good business is the best art,” was scandalous at the time (1960s), but Warhol was already
famous and perhaps the richest living artist. Among “sellable” mediums of contemporary art

today, the market at its highest levels may be characterized by struggles to appear disinterested
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(Velthius 2005), while paintings still sell for $millions (Thornton 2008). Nevertheless, just as the
career logics that fields generate develop historically, so too should fields be understood as
dynamic with respect to the individuals that make them up, and with respect to the broader
economic contexts in which they are embedded. I argue below that these logics and contexts are

best articulated through analyses of artists’ career pathways.

Field Methods

Adopting a field approach thus requires an appreciation of a) a field’s objective social
relations (i.e., the positions that actors occupy relative to each other given their accumulation of
its specific profits), b) the practical orientations that those objective relations generate (i.e., the
habitus), and ¢) a sensitivity to the broader economic, cultural, and historical contexts in which
fields of cultural production are embedded, and through which they continually unfold. In
Bourdieu’s (1993) terms: “The task is that of constructing the space of positions and the space of
position-takings in which they are expressed... The structure of the field, i.e. of the space of
positions, is nothing other than the structure of success in the field and the winning of the
external or specific profits (such as ... prestige) which are at stake in the field” (30).

Analysts have used several methods to study cultural fields. Some have sought to
describe the structure of the field — the objective space of positions — by counting each and every
actor that makes it up, and then analyzing the kinds of connections among them (i.e. Giuffre
1999; Anheier et al 1995). Network analyses strive to get at the relations of actors in the field, for
example, the kinds of ties that develop between those theoretically high in symbolic, social, or
cultural capital, but these approaches cannot get at the ‘economy of belief” (i.e., the meaningful

contents of those networks); they cannot approach artists’ actual articulations of their positions
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and dispositions, and the practical strategies of accumulation among actors. Moreover, my
reading of the field concept established here suggests that efforts to analyze a field by an
exhaustive sample of the actors that make it up is be untenable because the extent of any one
actor’s participation in a field varies, and because the visibility of the most prominent actors are
only made possible by those less visible actors whom they are positioned against (see Shollette
2010). That is, the field itself generates a boundary separating who is in and who is out; career
logics concern “knowing who is a part of this universe and who is not” (Bourdieu 1993: 164).
Other studies have sought to identify how reputations accumulate in artistic fields (Becker 1982;
Lang and Lang 1988), whether or not they call it “symbolic capital,” and whether or not they
find consequences of those reputations in the market. Very few studies, however, have looked
outside of locally specific contexts to examine the structure of cultural fields in broader, global
formations (except Plattner 1996).

My method for uncovering the structure of the field is rather to map the career pathways,
and practical strategies of accumulation of a theoretically interesting group of actors involved in
it, i.e., those outside its centers, where art markets and reputations are known to be more tenuous.
If practical orientations and strategies of accumulation flow logically from the structure of the
field, I suggest here the field can be revealed through artists’ practical strategies of accumulation
in light of the opportunities and constraints they face in different places. As stated by Randal
Johnson (Bourdieu 1993): “It is up to the analyst to establish through research what the specific
interests of the field are and what strategies of accumulation (which may or may not be based on
conscious calculation) are employed by the agents involved” (p. 8).

Indeed, the utility of the field concept is found not merely the relative social positions it

defines, but in the combination of those relations and the (relative) practical logics that it
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generates for those engaged in it. Through their engagement in (many, overlapping) social fields,
actors develop orientations to the world given whatever resources at their disposal to engage,
resist, challenge, or perhaps glide through it with no conscious effort. In Bourdieu’s terms, the
habitus refers to this “system of durable, transposable dispositions... which generate and
organize practices and representations that can be objectively adapted to their outcomes without
presupposing a conscious aiming” (1977: 72). Fields are “structuring structures,” in that they
give rise to the practical orientations and dispositions that end up producing and reproducing its
objective structures and logics of exchange, e.g., by defending or contesting the status quo. The
habitus, in turn, is also a structuring structure that produces and reproduces the objective
conditions of the field(s) that influence it. Field and habitus presuppose and inform each other.
While the concepts of field and habitus allow an understanding of social action that does not
unnecessarily privilege objective structures or subjective points of view, it follows that a field’s
structure and dynamics can be observed with regard to the opportunities and constraints, and the

practical strategies that artists engage in.

Local Market Constraints

Several art objects are displayed in Omar’s apartment living room. One is a tee shirt
hanging on a plastic hanger with some words written on it in permanent marker: “That artist
wrote on this shirt, donated it to Goodwill, and bought it back, and it became his art,” Omar tells
me, in a tone that invites me to interpret this art concept for myself. Another artwork is a video
looping on a tiny, two-inch monitor fastened to his wall — the power chord takes up more space
than the device itself: “Whenever someone gives me video, I put it here,” he says. Omar

describes his own work as, “Multi-media installation... It’s about working with the structure of
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the city, and the culture, and that overlap; it’s about looking into consumerism; painting, silk-
screening, collage, video, all together.” Omar has been modestly successful selling his work,
although not in a traditional fashion. He has an art dealer in Belgium who represents him at
international art fairs, but more often he works on commissions, which he says net him “about
five figures per year,” he says.

Omar does not have a gallery in Portland, however. This is despite that, “Everyone here
knows me,” he says, suggesting that his lack of gallery representation is not because of his lack
of exposure. Rather, he explains that there is an “old school,” conservative, commercial gallery
system in Portland, about which he says unfavorably, “They tend to show [pause] modern art.”
“Modern” for Omar might stand in contrast to “contemporary;” he means that most work that
sells in Portland is not relevant to his aesthetic concerns, nor to those of his friends and students
that make up much of the Hippo Gallery’s regular attendance.

Omar breaks down the local art market as follows. He believes that local market
constraints lead local market oriented artists to continue to produce conservative artwork. He
maintains that local collectors are few and far between, that their tastes are behind the times, and
that there is a “locals-only” ethos among them. He suggests that dealers are not encouraged to
take risks, because they make few sales in the first place; rather, they are forced to pander to
lowest common denominators. As far as artists go, Omar suggests that there is an “old-guard,”
that has been selling in the local galleries for years, and their work is produced without regard for
contemporary artistic concerns taking place elsewhere.

Nevertheless, Omar seems not to care much too much. After all, he does sell some work
in other places, and his professorship provides a steady income. More importantly, however, the

Hippo Gallery provides an “alternative” or “experimental” outlet for artists like Omar. “Only one
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percent of all art that is shown in Portland ever gets sold anyway...” says Omar, “So Portland is
like a studio city, a place where artists can experiment and focus on their work, without the
pressure of the market.”

Cynthia and Harrison White’s (1965) Canvases and Careers described the transition in
nineteenth century France from the art academies to what they called the “dealer-critic” system.
Dealers and critics emerged at the time to fulfill new market demand for paintings corresponding
to new class relations, new wealth, and to the rapid growth of Paris as a center of exchange.
Dealers emerged as middlemen, matching formerly salaried artists to this new buying public in
an open market. Critics arose to supplement the market with their opinions on the value of artists
and artistic works. The institutional change that White and White describe did not merely change
the social relationships of the art world, it also brought about new directions for artistic practices
and evaluation processes, and Impressionism flourished as a consequence.

Subsequent empirical analyses of visual art worlds have focused heavily on markets, or
on the roles and relationships that culminate in the buying and selling art artists” works on the
gallery floor. These studies focus on the “curious” logics of the art market (Thompson 2009;
Velthius 2005), revealing both how agents of the marketplace perform disinterest, and how
uncertainty inherent in artistic evaluation is overcome through the production and exchange of
symbolic capital. Such studies might make convenient use of price points as dependent variables
(e.g. The 812 Million Dollar Stuffed Shark (Thompson 2009)). Interesting questions in this vein
include, among other things: the rapid inflation of prices on the secondary market (Thornton
2008); the market’s “winner takes all” character (see Rosen 1981), whereby very few artists
make millions, but most fail to support themselves at all; or how collectors and dealers reconcile

assigning exchange values to objects that have no intrinsic utility (Coslor 2010; Moulin
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1987[1967]; Velthius 2005). From this perspective, “Artists sell their skills in a labor market.
They compete with other artists for recognition from buyers...” (Alexander 2003: 135).

Other studies of art markets have taken seriously the interceding influence of artists and
dealers’ reputations in the determining of prices. Velthius (2005) has argued that the “hallow
core” of economic analyses of art markets neglects the social relations involved in the pricing of
art works. His work points out, for example, the apparent contradictory dual practice among
dealers of simultaneously appearing “disinterested” in prices while shrewdly concerned with the
status of their gallery relative to other dealers (Velthius 2005). Indeed, as Giuffre (1999) claims,
information about prices is complicated by the fact that dealers often keep these secret in the
primary art market, in part because dealers do not always sell to the highest bidder, but to those
collectors whose own reputations will continue to cement the value of the work in the long run,
as well as the reputations of the dealer and the artist.

In his recent study of “outsider” art markets, Gary Alan Fine (2004: 3) takes care to
define markets in sociological terms:

“This is not a world of disconnected or anonymous buyers or sellers — as at a

supermarket — but a world in which relationships of trust, friendship, or enmity

abound. Such a market is characterized by embedded relationships... Seeing the

art world as an economic marketplace deepens, not weakens, our appreciation for

its complexity and aesthetic concern” (2004: 3).

While there is nothing wrong with Fine’s definition, the picture that his and others’ paints
remains incomplete. “Markets” might ultimately refer to social processes of buying and selling,
but trust, friendship, and embedded relationships among artists and other art world actors do not

always culminate in shop-floor exchanges. A narrow focus on markets would seem to conflate
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career viability with the market alone. As Omar’s pathway demonstrates, however, the field
appears more complex than the relationships that ultimately culminate in buying and selling.

There are at least two limits to focusing strictly on markets as such. One is that most
artists do not make their careers by selling their art works in the first place (Simpson 1981; Lloyd
2006). As Bourdieu (1993) has pointed out, fields of cultural production generate divisions
between those oriented toward production for the market and production for restricted groups of
like-mined peers; rejecting the market in the short run is the source of the efficacy of symbolic
capital in the long run. Moreover, as Moulin (1987:1) points out: “Not all artists are integrated
into the market. Not all ‘consumers’ of art are buyers of art works.” Second, the studies that do
focus on markets tend to focus on the relationship between dealers, collectors, artists and critics
where those relationship are most evident, at the ‘centers’ of the art world, thereby neglecting the
majority of artists, whom do not live in the centers.

Markets in Portland and Nashville do exist, and like those described elsewhere, they
consist of artists, dealers, collectors, critics, and the relationships among them that ultimately
produce exchange values. I argue here however, that knowledge of art markets that derives from
the centers of the art world does not translate well to off-center cities. Art markets in Portland
and Nashville are particularly tenuous, as art markets are known to be in peripheral cities
(Plattner 1996). Below I describe the myriad constraints operating on dealers, critics, and
collectors in Portland and Nashville, drawing on artists’ own points of view, whose careers are

thought to depend on the functioning relationships between these roles.
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Dealers

Art dealers are “middlemen” (White and White 1965) that must negotiate two distinct
social worlds. They must work to win the business of wealthy individuals who can afford the
kinds of works that can sustain careers and businesses, and they must work to build the careers of
artists, very few of whom can ever expect to make their careers on the art market alone. In off-
center cities, these roles and relationships are doubly compromised.

Under the terms “Art Galleries, Dealers, and Consultants,” an online Yellow Pages
search yields 222 such business in Portland, and 88 in Nashville. In sampling terms, Yellow page
counts include both type I and type II errors, however. Most of these businesses, such as interior
decorators and frame shops, would not be considered relevant to the aesthetic and career
concerns of artists represented in this study. Meanwhile, “alternative” galleries, “project spaces,”
university art galleries, or otherwise non-profit art galleries, which organize and catalyze much
local contemporary art scene activity, usually are not listed in the Yellow Pages. Taken as an
indicator, however, there appears to be about three times as many art dealers in Portland than
there are in Nashville. Still, artists and dealers in both cities complain that local markets are
tenuous. Few serious artists support themselves in their local art market alone.

Established commercial galleries in both cities are organized by the Portland Art Dealers
Association (PADA), and the Nashville Association of Art Dealers (NAAD), respectively. These
business associations are made up of galleries that have demonstrated some “serious”
commitment to art and artists, or at least some ability to stay in business over time. PADA and
NAAD galleries “represent” the artists they show; the dealer-artist relationship consists of a

formal or informal contract that stipulates what share of each sale goes to the artist, what share to
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the dealer, and what share, if any, goes to a curator.” Artists typically get 50 percent.'” PADA
and NAAD dealers usually endeavor to “build” the careers and reputations of the artists they
represent, for example, by serving as the artist’s agent, by making press releases for upcoming
openings, by trying to sell their works to local or regional museums, or by showing their works
at art fairs in places like New York, Miami, or Chicago. These galleries typically exhibit one or
two artists at a time, rotating artists every month or six weeks.'' Typically, each artist in a
gallery’s “stable” will show once every two years.

Most of these galleries adhere to a “white cube” ideal that characterizes art galleries
elsewhere, and that signifies membership in the global contemporary art world (c.f. Velthius
2005; O’Doherty 1976), but there is variation around that theme. Artworks exhibited in these
galleries are mostly two and three dimensional — painting, drawing, and/or sculpture — for which
there is a proven market. Sometimes they include works of more contemporary media, such as
video, installation, and performance, for which the market is tenuous, and/or perhaps more
exclusive. When commercial galleries show “non-sellable” works like this, it is a signal of being
updated in the current discourse and relevance to contemporary artistic trends, than an effort to
make money.'> Off center commercial galleries’ reputations often depends on such relevance.

According to Omar, when commercial galleries exhibit experimental works like this, it is a sign

? Some dealers tend to be more “business” oriented, drawing up official legal documents, but
others, even the most highly reputed, prefer a verbal agreement and a handshake.

10 Artists can try to sell their work on their own, for example through open studios or coffee
shops, but they will not command the same price. Saying nothing about the quality of the work,
such a noble disposition is more typical among non-professionalized artists (i.e., those without a
degree in fine arts).

" Because most commercial galleries in off-center cities have come to organize their openings
around art crawl events, a monthly rotation is more typical.

"2 Such media are likely more sellable where markets are more robust, and where contemporary
art discourse is held in higher esteem among collectors, i.e., in the ‘centers,” New York and Los
Angeles.
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that a gallery is doing well, and can afford to be experimental. On the other hand, when
economies are down, and sales are scarce, struggling dealers will try to pander to a lower
common denominator, in effect sacrificing relevance in the global field to make ends meet in the
local market.

PADA describes itself as “a collective with criteria for membership”; not all Portland
dealers can join PADA. On their website is written: “PADA includes Portland’s principal art
galleries, who maintain high standards of fine art” (padaart.org) (emphases added). An unwritten
rule is that PADA galleries be located in or near the Pearl District, a recent development project
on the inner Northwest side of the city. Membership criteria for NAAD galleries, by contrast,
appear relatively relaxed. NAAD galleries are spread throughout the city; not all NAAD galleries
abide by the white cube standard; some appear far removed from contemporary arts discourse
(e.g., some sell books, trinkets, and gifts alongside paintings, prints and sculptures).

For dealers, the benefits of PADA and NAAD membership include: 1) collective
sanctions against questionable business practices, such as enticing another gallery’s regular
customers or criticizing another gallery’s artists; 2) a collective voice in other business and
policy organizations like the Portland Downtown Business Alliance; 3) sharing a website; 4) and
collective promotion and marketing. PADA is the principal organization behind Portland’s First
Thursday Gallery Walk, and NAAD galleries help to organize Nashville’s Art After Hours Event
on First Thursdays and the First Saturday Art Crawl downtown. Every month, PADA publishes a
full-color brochure that advertises new exhibiting artists and plots PADA galleries and its
“alliance members” on a map. NAAD, on the other hand, has a hard time keeping up its website.

In both cities, gallery association members are actively engaged in urban arts policy and
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development concerns. The number of active member galleries in each city fluctuates with ebb
and flow of the local market.

Staying in business in Portland and Nashville is a primary concern of many dealers. One
Nashville art dealer likes to tell the old joke: “How do you make a million dollars in the art

"9

business? Start with two million!” Dealers in off-center cities are fortunate if they can win at
least one serious collector who buys repeatedly from the gallery. Sometimes one gallery might
be sustained by one such collector; but if that collector stops buying, the whole business is in
jeopardy. Moreover, dealers are fortunate if the artists in their stable can command the kinds of
prices that keep their business alive. A local dealer would be quite fortunate if most of the artists
in their stable sold well and sold consistently; but it is likely that few higher-profile artists carry a
dealers’ business.

Because of the recent recession, which impacted art markets everywhere, a number of
commercial galleries in Portland and Nashville were forced to close between 2008 and 2010,
some of which had been in business for decades. Rita is a Portland dealer who managed to
survive the recession after a severe drop in sales. When I interviewed her in 2011, she described
her business as “still very tenuous.” Many of her clients have approached her with resale requests
since 2008, a request that she feels compelled to honor if she represents that artist. A dealer has
to consider her own “disinterested” reputation too.

Perhaps more surprising is the number of galleries in Portland and Nashville that did not
close after the recent recession however. One artist referred to Nashville’s commercial art dealers
as “recession proof,” meaning that their business does not necessarily depend on the money they

make selling art. Indeed, a number of dealers in both cities are invested in other kinds of markets,

for example, real estate development, or architecture. Those that are not diversified may be
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financed by other means as well, for example, by wealthy husbands or other family members.
Still, these dealers are affected by recessions. Even if they are flexible financially, and even if
they appear “disinterested,” they are ultimately concerned when sales stop. Again, Omar’s
interpretation is insightful: in down economies, artwork that is shown in commercial galleries
appears to become more conservative; their ability to stay current in global, contemporary artistic
concerns becomes compromised.

While local art markets are generally tenuous, however, they might also be subject to
sudden surges of interest, depending on the fluctuating status of an artist, for example, or on the
reputation of the city itself. Coco is a Portland dealer who represents an artist that was included
in one recent Whitney Biennial. The artist achieved international exposure, and instantly
translated to higher prices. Coco’s own reputation and visibility increased as a consequence,
which in turn increased the reputation and exposure of every other artist that she represents.
Coco’s gallery has since been accepted into an exclusive art fair in Miami, which she attributes
to the sudden success of that one artist.

Artists’ opinions of local dealers in Portland and Nashville range from respect to
ambivalence to scorn. Dealers may be respected for what they can do for artists, but they are also
the “merchants in the temple,” as Bourdieu (1993) has put it, whose business practices might be

seen as contaminating the sacred character of “art.”

Collectors
Local markets depend on local collectors, which are also inhibited in many off-center
cities. Art buying publics in Portland and Nashville elude easy description because I did not

sample from this group, and the regular crowds that gather at local art gallery openings are not
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often buyers or collectors, although my field notes contains some interesting encounters with
them. Local art buyers might be individuals with a fascination for art, or with a financial
inclination to invest in art. Buyers may be consultants for other collectors, local corporations, or
hotels. Many collectors are older, but some are younger; many are apparently wealthy, but some
are just compulsive art buyers. Says Thurston, a Portland artist who works as Coco’s gallery
assistant: “Some people will come and drop $30 thousand like its nothing, and some will come in
with $150 every month to pay off something they can’t afford.”

Sometimes local artists get to know their collectors because collectors want to get to
know the artists they collect. Few artists in this sample make their careers in local markets,
however, so those accounts are few and far between. Some artists like Thurston get to know
collectors through peripheral roles and jobs, for example, as gallery directors, or museum
preparators. Still, says Thurston, “It’s a small pool. I could count them on four hands or
something, the people in Portland that I would call ‘collectors’.”

The dominant conception among artists in Nashville is that local collectors would rather
buy in New York or London instead of locally. Murph, who directs Nashville’s Helmut Gallery,
distinguishes between “top-tier” collectors who are oriented to a contemporary art market but
buy from New York, and “the rest,” who are less interested in contemporary art and who buy
locally. Local buyers are less serious about art collecting, and less informed about trends in
contemporary art. Sometimes the “top-tier” collectors attend local art openings, but not often.
Murph tries in vain to turn them on to local artists. Says Kurt, a local art professor, “I can only
assume it [buying in New York] is a feeling of a safer investment, but I don’t know, I mean
there’s some prestige I guess in it being able to come back to your rich friends and saying I have

this from Mary Boone rather than the Art Box or the Demonbreun Gallery or something.”
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Kurt’s perception corroborates Plattner’s (1996) analysis of art collectors in St. Louis in
the early 1990s, who were compelled to buy in New York because New York’s “hegemony”
certifies the value of the work that is produced there. Given the assumption that artistic talent is
normally distributed everywhere (i.e., that good and bad artists can be found anywhere), a
collector can overcome uncertainty about the quality of an artwork by assuming that the New
York product has emerged in a more dynamic social world, that it has presumably passed
through more gatekeepers, and it represents an artist “serious” enough about their career to move
to New York in the first place. There is an adage that goes: “If you have money to spend on
contemporary art, then you have money fly to New York to go and buy it.” But as Kurt suggests,
art collectors are not on/y concerned with managing uncertainty about the ‘quality’ of the work.
If so, a plane ticket to New York would actually be a small price to pay for certainty. Collectors
also trade on the prestige that comes with dealing with big names and reputations, the social
value of which might far exceed the cost of the plane ticket.

Beaver is a painter living in Nashville; he is thirty-something; he has a BFA from a
nearby college outside of Nashville; he is married with children. He is represented by the Helmut
Gallery and he sells his artwork locally, but he does not pay the bills with his art sales alone.
Most of Beaver’s income comes from his full-time job as an installation designer at a local non-
profit art center, which sometimes leads to other, informal, local art-handling jobs. Once Beaver
got a call to from an art-shipping consultant from Los Angeles to pick up and install a large
painting by an internationally recognized artist that was shipped to Nashville from the gallery in
London where it was purchased. Beaver was hired too, “Get it to their residence and hang it on
the wall and make sure it was safe,” he told me. The job gave the collector an opportunity to tell

Beaver his story about the art world. “Collectors just want to be able to tell stories,” said Beaver:
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But just because you have the money to buy a Damien Hirst doesn’t mean the

gallery is going to sell it to you. They are only going to give it to the people that

they know are exclusive collectors because they ultimately realized that if a big

collector buys the piece, and they end up in that collection, it raises the value of

their work because it’s in the collection of this major collector. So they sort of like

create this sense of false supply and demand and all that... And they’re really

interested in the status of what the name of that big elite artist is, and you know,

they want to be able to like tell stories that are impressive about their art

collection and about the people that they hang out with and movers and shakers in

the art world. And so because of that, those collectors aren’t very interested in

looking at Nashville artists. You know what I’'m saying? Because they just

doesn’t offer the story power, the story potential...
Portland’s art collectors are understood similarly by local artists, but with a couple differences.
The first is the perception that there are in fact collectors in Portland with an eye to the
contemporary art world, but who are also specifically interested in supporting local artists, and in
collecting specifically Northwest art. The extent to which there is such a thing as “Northwest art”
is a contested matter, however (as we will see in Chapter Five). Still, even among those
interested in buying specifically from Portland, New York holds sway as a legitimating force.
Joni is a Portland art dealer without a permanent venue. She sets up “pop-up” galleries in un-
leased real estate in new condo towers (for which there seems to be a constant supply in
Portland). She tells me, “My biggest selling point is a local artist who also shows in galleries in

New York.”
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The second difference is the perception that there is a cultural ethos in Portland that
frowns upon conspicuous consumption. There is a perception that there is plenty of wealth in
Portland to make an art market viable, but that wealth usually does not get spent on art. Says
Mitch, “The people with money here, they go camping; they spend their money on like
Northface jackets and Subaru racks for their bikes... Restaurants and outdoor activities, that’s
high culture now, there’s no impetus for people to collect art or patronize museums, or anything
like that.” Wesley, a long-time Portland arts advocate and gallery director put it this way:

“You’ve got plenty of wealth here, but that wealth tends to be non-conspicuous...

Art is driven by conspicuous consumption, you know... You have buyers who are

like, “don’t tell my friend that I spent $20,000 on that painting.” This place...

Portland’s really great, you can sit next to a billionaire at a coffee shop and you

look the same you know, but when it equates to the arts, it’s not that great.”

Critics

Finally, art markets also depend on critical writing, which are also constrained in off-
center cities. There are a variety of arts “writers” in Portland and Nashville. Some writers write
for local newspapers, magazines and/or alternative weeklies; some are independent writers with
their own blogs; very few write for nationally circulating arts publications. Some are journalists
who are assigned by their papers to cover the local art scene; some consider themselves serious
critics (if others do not); some are just looking for something to do. Critics are sometimes
referred to as “writers,” but not all writers are “critics.” The distinction has to do with the depth
in which a writer engages the art (e.g. as opposed to rewriting a press release), the degree to

which the writer is knowledgeable about contemporary art and art historical discourse, and the
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extent to which such writing is useful to artists in advancing dialogue about their work. Some
writers are also artists who begin writing to complement their artistic practice, but many write
because they perceive there is too little “critical” writing in town. Very few writers or critics in
Portland and Nashville have advanced professional training as arts writers specifically.

Most artists’ opinions of local writers are negative, however, and many suggest that real
art criticism just does not exist. “There’s just a lack of critical writing in print and online here,”
says Duncan [Portland artist, 36]. “We have such shitty writers,” says Nina [Portland
artist/professor, 48]. Local newspapers make an easy target. “They are not critical writers,” says
Bruno [Portland artist, 75]. “I’ll read [the newspaper] but then the whole time I’m just rolling my
eyes,” says Kyra [Portland artist, 37]. Newspapers and local magazines offer exposure for artists,
but that is quite different from criticism. “I don’t read that society rag,” says Bella [Nashville
artist/Gallery director, 38] about one Nashville arts publication. “They just want sensational,”
said Nina about an alt-weekly that once printed a review of her work that featured an image of
her breast spraying milk: “[That writer] was so psyched he got them to print that.”

Those who might count as “critics” do not often get much respect either, however. “Lacy
is a good writer,” says Nina. “I don’t always think that she knows what she’s talking about, but
she has passion... Melvin is a fucking nut case. Have you met him?” “Melvin is dedicated to a
critical analysis, but sometimes, you know, everyone is going to seem like a bit off when they’re
trying to make grandiose statements about art here...” says Duncan.

In the absence of good critical writing, many artists try to take up the burden themselves.
Cameron was “fed up” about Nashville’s lack of critical discourse so he decided to launch his
own online blog that could serve as a venue for anyone to write critically and anonymously about

Nashville’s art scene. Cameron posted his inaugural critique under a pseudonym, which indicted
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the Demonbreun Gallery for some of its curatorial choices, for example, for hanging art in the
bathroom hallway. Gideon, another Nashville artist tells the story:

“Cam wrote something that said like, ‘Art Box’ is the only good gallery in town,”

and then he went on and trashed the Demonbreun. I happened to be stopping in at

Demonbreun the day that he did that and they were just fuming over it. And I read

it and was like, ‘it’s just too small a town because everybody knows each other.’

And also he was writing about his own gallery that he shows at: ‘This is the only

decent gallery in town.””

Cameron’s blog was later removed; in part because there were very few contributors, and in part
because word got out that Cam was behind the not-exactly-disinterested criticisms.

Portland and Nashville are not “small” cities, but their contemporary art scenes make up
what network theorists have called “small worlds” (Burt 2004; Uzzi & Spiro 2005). Small
worlds are social networks in which most participants are directly connected to each other. In
small worlds, sources of information and exchange become redundant; social mobility is
frustrated because by few opportunities to make new connections. Because everybody seems to
know everybody else in off-center art scenes, news and gossip travel fast, and anonymous
identities are hard to maintain. At worst, each’s interests and affairs may be subject to each
other’s evaluation and judgment.

Here, small worlds appear to hinder critical writing. Says Gideon, “There are a lot of
people who say we have to do it for ourselves, but that doesn’t always work either because then
it’s sort of self-promoting or something, or it can be perceived that way.” Says Mitch, “I had a
blog for a while where I critiqued shows, and I just found it problematic. I think I closed it down
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Because everybody seems to know each other (or because at least everyone knows who everyone
else is), nobody wants to insult anyone else. As a consequence, the local arts writing tends to be
more about publicity than critique. Says Kyra: “It doesn’t behoove anyone to be so highly critical
because the pool of artists is so small. So you want to be positive and help the scene grow, I
think, in hopes that the losers will be weeded out over time.” Kyra went on to contrast the
Portland experience with New York:

Like in New York, you can go into a gallery and be like, “What is that?”” And

there’d be like 20 people around and no one would care at all. Here you can’t

really do that, you can’t really be that person and be like, “What is this?” Because

it’s so tiny here that everybody will know that you said it and everyone’s gonna

not like you and think that you’re a jerk.
In terms of the “dealer-critic system,” a lack of criticism would imply an inability to provide
disinterested guidance for would-be arts buyers. But the penalty extends beyond informing
potential collectors. Says David [Portland artist/professor, 45], who sells work in Portland and
New York, “A lot of the art writing here could just be seen as an extension of marketing and not
real criticality.” In David’s thinking, criticism should serve a higher purpose than informing
buyers in the first place; “real criticality” should rather circulate and inform conversation and
discourse about art among artists as well.

Without such critical discourse, it may be perceived that local artistic standards are
lowered. Lower artistic standards, in turn, have consequences that matter well beyond selling
work in local galleries; they matter for the artistic reputation of the whole city in a larger, global

field. The connection between a lack of critical discourse and the perception that one’s scene will
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not be taken seriously by observers elsewhere is keenly felt by those artists whose careers have
taken them to other places. The following conversation with Omar illuminates this anxiety:

SS: In Portland, do you sense a code of ethics, interacting with other artists?

Omar: ...You’re not allowed to criticize other artists” work.

SS: And that’s different in Portland than elsewhere?

Omar: Absolutely, because it’s so small. You know and so self-involved, you

know what I mean? It’s really, really hard to make a firm opinion about what’s

going on... I piss people off all the time.

SS: Yeah?

Omar: Yeah, because the way I try to judge work, you know, I try to judge work

based on what’s offered in general [i.e., the field of contemporary art as a whole],

not what’s offered in Portland. So when I see people like being very like lazy,

kind of ‘do whatever they want,” because it’s Portland, I'm like, ‘Guy’s! You

should not be doing this, because it’s not happening enough.’ Like some shows in

Portland, if you take them in other cities, people would laugh at you. Just bad

work. But it happens here and you’ll see a critic write about it. Because they

know the artist and they are friends.
Omar’s anxiety about the local scene as a whole being taken seriously is echoed by Nina here, by
describing one Portland “writer” who might appear to have many “friends,” in Omar’s terms:
“God if we start exporting him as part of [Portland], then we’re really are gonna keep Portland
weird. Like if that’s what represents us in the real world, that’s not gonna go over well.”

As a consequence of market constraints, artists in off-center cities are compelled to turn

their attention elsewhere. Regarding the lack of critical discourse, Nina says, “We have such
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shitty writers... We’ve had artists for a long time but we haven’t had the rest of the mix, so
we’ve always had to look to the outside.” Cathy [Portland artist/curator, 38] echoes the
sentiment:
“I'd say there’s one or two people [in Portland] I respect who write, and they are
writing for national magazines or national blogs. Anything that is local I am
skeptical of... And so I'm reading journals and other things and from other
countries to find out how people are talking about art and how they’re thinking
about art and the questions they’re asking that match up with what I'm asking in
my head as I look at work all over the county and the world.”
In terms of a lack of a collector base, artists will find that they do better elsewhere as well, and
Gavin told me:
“You have a lot of artists who when they move here, realize that they can’t make
a career here, because the market itself doesn’t necessarily support that. You
know, when people start showing in other cities, their work is so devalued in
Portland; they live here, and they work here, but they don’t show here, because
their work is going for thousands less if they show in Portland... but it’s a really
nice place to live.”
I will return to artists’ practical strategies for circumventing local constraints after discussing

how they articulate the position of their off-center cities in the global field below.

Mapping the Field

Thus the roles and relationships traditionally associated with art markets, which art world

studies are typically predicated upon, appear compromised in Portland and Nashville. A field
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model does not assume that art markets have to be viable in any given location to sustain artists’
careers there. It suggests instead that artists’ strategies of accumulation will vary according to the
opportunities and constraints available to them. Before exploring those career practices and
strategies, this section outlines the structure of the field by building an inductively derived
typology of art cities — i.e., through the lens of artists’ descriptions of their relative career
chances in different cities.

In the process of navigating their careers, artists come to understand the prospects that
different cities offer. As participants in a global field, which includes discourse about
contemporary art making and artists’ career pathways and possibilities, these artists learn about
what kinds of opportunities are available elsewhere, and by contrast what is or is not available in
their own city. They articulate the global field by describing how cities relate to each other not
only in terms of the market opportunities that they offer, but also in light of those places’ local
artistic scenes, which include opportunities to network with other artists, accumulate exposure
for their work, or otherwise secure career chances by other means that selling their work in a
gallery. Table 2 presents a typology of off-center cities, given the categories through which the

artists in this study describe varying opportunities and constraints between places.

Markets and Scenes

Artists suggest that cities vary along dimensions of market opportunities on the one hand,
and the vibrancy of a local scene on the other. These dimensions are comparable to Bourdieu’s
(1993) division between “heteronymous” (market orientation) and “autonomous” (peer-
recognition orientation) logics of artistic production, although the concept of scene here deviates,

as [ will explain below. Also, whereas Bourdieu suggested that fields of cultural production
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actively generate a tension between winning audiences and winning credibility among one’s

peers, the typology that follows simply suggests that different places organize different resources

towards the accumulation of one or the other, or both, or neither.'

Figure 1. Typology of Places in Field of Contemporary Art

Centers
Above (New York,
London, L.A.)
Residencies and Studio Cities Second Cities
High Campuses (Portland, Atlanta, (Chicago, San
Philadelphia) Francisco)
Scene®
Flat Places Market Towns
Low (Nashville, (Houston, Seattle)
Indianapolis)
Below Exiles Vacation Resorts
Below Low High Above
Market”

a. Social resources for generating artistic reputations and translocal social capital. Topic of Chapter 4.
b. Roles and relationships organized around the valuation and exchange of artistic objects.

The horizontal axis of Table 2 implies that cities vary according to the market

opportunities that they offer artists. In keeping with the many extant sociological conceptions of

art markets (e.g., White and White 1965; Plattner 1993; Fine 2004; Velthius 2005), I define

markets as made up of social relations between various roles (artists, dealers, collectors, critics,

1 The categories presented here also resonate with Brian O’Doherty’s (1998) distinction
between studio and cube — simply, the difference between the places where art is made and

where it is sold.
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curators, etc.) that ultimately manifest in the negotiation of value, prices, and sales of artistic
objects.'* Having demonstrated that these market roles and relationships are constrained in
Portland and Nashville, however, I do not suggest that art markets are universally constrained in
off-center cities. Rather, artists describe many alternative places in which they might sell their
work. As I will explore in further detail in the subsequent chapters, a field that differently
organizes market opportunities in different cities does not mean that artists outside of market
towns suffer; rather, such a field generates a logic of accumulating translocal capital, or
connections and exhibition opportunities between their home cities and places like these.

The vertical axis of Table 2 suggests that cities also vary according to the resources they
offer for making, performing, and generating exposure for artists’ work and careers. In lieu of a
strictly Bourdieuian “autonomous” or “symbolic capital” measure along this axis, I refer to scene
as social resources for a) generating artistic reputations and symbolic capital, but also b) for the
networking and performative opportunities that manifest in places where artists come together,
which in turn lead to the generation and diffusion of contemporary arts discourse, as well as to
valuable connections to influential actors within and between different places (i.e., translocal
capital). Chapter Four provides further detail of the career concerns, issues, and exigencies that |
am referring to here as belonging in the domain of scenes.

Scenes and markets mutually reinforce each other, of course. To sell work regularly in
the art market, it helps to have achieved some social connections and recognition that come
through being part of a scene; and to achieve that recognition, it helps to have won the support of

at least some dealers, collectors, and critics that can collectively valuate (and validate) an artist’s

'* A more general conception of art markets might well include academic labor markets, city,
state, and privately granted public art commissions, and even a reconception of artists as service
providers and not merely object makers (Gerber 2013). Still, the definition here is consistent with
the literature. My use of the term markets as such contributes to a critique of that literature.
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work. In the typology that follows, market and scene resources do correspond in the same cities,
but not evenly so in every case, and this is especially true of off-center cities. Scenes and markets
are the most robust in the centers, New York, London and Los Angeles. They are high as well in
second cities like Chicago and San Francisco. Likewise, these dimensions are correspondingly
low in what I call here flat places. However, these resources along these dimensions diverge here
in what may be called market towns, where market resources are high, but scenes are understood
to be low, and studio cities, where there are few market opportunities, but many chances to
network and dialogue with other artists. By understanding off-center cities as made of differing
kinds of opportunities along dimensions of markets and scenes, this typology suggests a more
complicated and dynamic field than offered by extant models that focus only on the center, or
that offer a simple center/periphery model, which would at best residualize these places, and at

worst dismiss off-center cities and the artists’ careers that unfold and develop through them.

Centers

There is little disagreement among artists that New York City is the center of the
American and global contemporary art world. On scales of both market and scene opportunities,
New York City has few rivals. London and Los Angeles also enjoy outsize advantages on these
dimensions, but they are usually listed only after New York. Living in one of these cities, artists
are not required to worry much about what is going on in other places; all of the resources
(social, material, and symbolic) they need to make and sustain their careers can be found in their
backyards. According to Leon:

New York is one of those places, and London is another one, where you can make

it just in that one city... maybe L.A. too. But those are the only three places on
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earth you can do that, because there’s scene and there’s money, and the structure

and plumbing that all goes into this... Other places, like even Chicago; you’re not

going to make it just in Chicago, even though it’s a big enough city and there’s

plenty enough money, it’s just not the way it works. And actually in New York,

what really happens is that at a certain point you get beyond New York, and then

you’re really actually bigger than it.
“Scene and money, structure and plumbing”: centers exceed on both scales such that artists can
“make it” in those cities alone. New York’s dominance in light of these resources is such that
artists can even “get beyond” the place itself, without ever going anywhere else. This is not to
say that any given artist will succeed as such (in fact most will not), but that the opportunity to
do so that exists there is especially unique. More important though, New York’s influence
extends beyond the artists that do live there. New York is the benchmark against which other
cities are compared, and upon which artistic success can be evaluated.

“You won’t meet an artist that doesn’t want to have a show in New York City in the
United States,” Beaver explains. Artists everywhere are oriented to New York for several
reasons. Beaver mentions three. First, “People want their studio practices to compete on the same
level as in New York in terms of what they value and sort of the kind of concepts that they put in
their work,” he says. An artist’s “level,” as Beaver puts it (meaning skill, concepts, quality of
work, etc.), can always be in question in off center cities, as was the legitimacy of Johnny
Invective’s guerilla performance (Chapter One). If collectors look to New York to manage
uncertainty about the quality or value of an art object (Plattner 1996), artists can do the same.
Artists might likewise assume that New York artists’ “level” is informed by a more competitive

and dynamic market and scene, and because artistic quality cannot be objectively determined, the
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level of an artists’ work can be read by the scene or the market that an artist is a part of, i.e., their
address, or the places he or she exhibits. A second reason Beaver gives, therefore, has to do with
the status boost that a New York exhibit confers: “It’s like a watermark on your resume,” says
Beaver, “Probably one of the best lines I have in my resume is the fact that a Guggenheim
[Museum] curator [from New York] picked my work for something.” Finally, New York artists
can always charge more, for both of the reasons listed above, as well because there are simply
more dealers, critics, and collectors circulating through New York. Beaver compares his style of
work to something similar in New York in terms of price: “In New York they charge $30,000,
which is like ten-times what I charge.” Thus, it would behoove an artist to sell their work in New
York, which requires getting shows in New York, which requires making work on that “level,”
which in turn requires maintaining knowledge about New York’s art and artists, as well as
connections to the New York world.

As the center, thus, New York shoulders a hegemonic influence and a centripetal force
upon the field as a whole. Artists look to New York to sustain their careers, but also to validate
their work and learn about what is going on in contemporary art. This dynamic does not only
apply to artists. We have already seen (above) how “top-tier” collectors look to New York not
only to manage uncertainty regarding artistic quality, but also for the status that might come with
buying from a New York dealer. Curators too, given other choices, will likewise make New
York their priority. Cathy, for example, is a Portland artist and curator who works for an
organization that funds her travels to find artists to program in local shows. On a limited budget,
however, she goes only to New York. She asks some rhetorical questions about career

opportunities between artists in the and “the provinces”:
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Are the curators from [the centers] taking work that’s happening in the provinces

seriously? Are they mining from there and putting them into really competitive

systems of art? And is their worth being valued and sold and collected... and

revered in the same way that artists’ work is in L.A., Chicago, and New York —

Really, only New York, I mean I think L.A. is like an extension of New York. I

think L.A. is like a baby version.”
Cathy is conscious of the art world’s spatial divisions, but the questions that she asks suggest less
criticism of such divides than that this space of positions makes it easier to do her job. “New
York I feel is driving the entire United States art market, and it’s fascinating to me,” she says.

Another effect of New York’s influence is that by contrast, all other cities, and the
scenes, markets, and careers that unfold within and through them simply appear less relevant.
Los Angeles, London, and Chicago for example, may be listed alongside of New York, but
“really, only New York,” as Cathy puts it, has such influence.

On the other hand, artists in Portland and Nashville, and many commentators in New
York and elsewhere too, suggest that the field is decentering, that the art world is “global” now,
and that artists can potentially live and work anywhere. This would include new opportunities for
artists in off-center cities to accumulate networks and reputations in scenes, fewer centralized
gatekeepers (recognized curators and critics can come from anywhere as well), and perhaps more
dealers and collectors willing to look outside of New York as well. Such a process would and
should, therefore, change the urban space of positions that make up the structure of the field.
New York’s hegemony should become less relevant, and artists outside the center would enjoy

new opportunities as a consequence. According to some Portland artists, their local scene has
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achieved a status boost in the wake of this shift. Nashville artists, on the other hand, have fewer

place-based resources to draw from.

Second Cities and Market Towns

“Work is made in San Francisco, marketed in Los Angeles, and sold in New York,”
David told me, quoting another artist, Paul McCarthy, before musing on his own: “So where
does Portland fit into that equation?” David’s mental map of the field is drawn by his experience,
his current career prospects, and extant discourse. David moved to Portland in 2009 from San
Francisco, where he was a curator at a non-profit contemporary art center. In San Francisco he
accumulated a reputation both as a curator and as an artist. He was headhunted and hired by a
Portland arts organization to take a leading role in its expansion and development. His move was
encouraged by a handful of friends, other former San Francisco artists that made the same move
years earlier. David exhibits in commercial galleries in New York, San Francisco, and now in
Portland. In the 1990s, David traveled up and down the West Coast as a curator, visiting artists
and giving lectures.

“When I visited Portland in 1991 — Portland and Seattle and Anchorage —

[Portland] seemed to be suffering from feeling like the backyard of San Francisco.

And San Francisco was suffering because it wasn’t New York. San Francisco was

not suffering because it wasn’t L.A. San Francisco was suffering because it wasn't

New York, and there was definitely a feeling in the community that — we didn’t

talk about L.A.; we talked about New York. We feared losing artists to New

York; we didn’t fear losing artists to L.A. I don’t know about Portland. Portland

isn't at a point where they fear losing artists.”
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David’s question and answer are instructive for a few reasons. First, he posits a relationship
between a select group of cities whereby artistic production roles are functionally differentiated
and interdependent.”” The city where art is made is different from the city’s where it is marketed
and sold. Secondly, and more generally, such specialization appears as a three-tier hierarchical
system in which second cities are oriented to the centers, and everything else (including Alaska,
apparently) orients to the second cities (or regional centers). Third, David reveals that there are
also status differences between places that help to secure a given places’ position in this system,
and these status differences are worth defending. When David speaks of a “fear of losing artists,”
he is referring specifically to successful ones, those who have accumulated some reputation that
would help make San Francisco “the place where art is made,” those whose careers likely would
benefit by locating toward the places where it is sold and/or marketed. That San Francisco artists
are oriented to New York (3000+ miles away) instead of Los Angeles (300+ miles away) might
indicate that New York is indeed the hegemonic center, but it also indicates a status contest
between San Francisco and Los Angeles on the one hand, and between New York and Los
Angeles on the other. Thus, the relationship between these cities is not merely one of functional
interdependence. Rather, places are made in this field according to artists’ various career logics
regarding not only markets and scenes, but remaining relevant in light of the status differences
between places as well.

David’s perspective is biased to San Francisco, because his own reputation derives from
that scene. Leon and Cathy (above) would call Chicago a second city. These cities, however, are
understood as places that ultimately cannot sustain or reward many careers by themselves. But

second cities are related to other places such that artists working there can readily connect to and

1> Perhaps the difference between ‘marketing’ (L.A.) and selling’ (New York) is unclear (at
least, I have reduced both of these specializations under the variable “markets”).
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exhibit in the centers. David and Leon are perhaps modest about opportunities in San Francisco
and Chicago. Work isn’t only made in San Francisco and Chicago; it is sold in those places as
well. These artists’ descriptions suggest that what is important is not merely supporting oneself;
“making it,” as Leon puts it, has to do with both winning markets as well as accumulating a
reputation that exists “beyond” the place where you live.

Outside of New York, market opportunities do exist, and these kinds of opportunities can
sustain artists’ careers. But that is not always what matters, at least not to Leon and David.
Markets in off-center cities are sometimes driven by collectors’ conscious efforts to support local
artists, but many such market towns do not have outstanding reputations or artistic scenes, and so
the artists that are supported there will likely have little influence on Leon or David. That is,
although they are making a living, they would remain “off the map” of the field of contemporary
art. Omar describes such market towns in contrast to studio cities. Omar says:

The opportunity in Seattle is more about outreaching with private collectors and

foundations... They [Seattle artists] make good work and they get a lot of money

from like Bill Gates Foundation or like Boeing or like big hospitals and stuff like

that. With Houston it’s like the oil money, the Texas money you know, and

NASA and all of that, so it’s within the parameter of the city. But nothing [like

that] really happens [in Portland] within the parameter [of this city] but it can give

you a base to actually matter, you know, in the real art scene...

Studio Cities

Omar calls Portland a “studio city.” Studio cities are, like David said of San Francisco,

places ‘where art is made,” however, with fewer market resources. According to Omar, Portland
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artists are free to experiment, in part because there are no market pressures. Portland has grown
its artist population in the last decade, when the U.S. professional visual art population as a
whole declined. In the absence of art being exchanged for money, studio cities allow artists to be
part of a scene, generate networks, and dialogue about art, and perhaps eventually move on or
make connections to other places. In Omar’s words: “I think Portland is like Atlanta or
Philadelphia, you know, places that are like a nursery to make work and get your degree and
have a small residency and from there, you know, use it as trampoline to get somewhere else.”

Artists in studio cities might support themselves in a number of ways. According to
Omar, however, it is usually not by selling their work in a local gallery. Many Portland artists
teach in local art colleges (full time or adjunct), which also contribute to scene activity. Some
sell their work in galleries in other cities; some work other jobs to pay the bills. For these artists,
Portland offers a relatively cheap city to rent or share a studio space outside of their home.
Portland also offers a relatively number of artist-run, “alternative” galleries, or “project spaces,”
which allow artists to exhibit experimental work, outside of market pressures, and out of view of
most of the influential gatekeepers in the contemporary art world. The concentration of studios
and alternative exhibition venues generates a vibrant scene, whereby artists are continually
interacting around art. Scenes as such also generate translocal social connection such that those
opportunities can be pursued elsewhere (see Chapter Three).

Omar’s perspective appears biased to Portland, just as David’s is biased to San Francisco.
And here again it is revealed that distinctions between places do not only include their functional
specializations but status differences that are worth defending. The distinction that Omar makes
between Seattle and Portland does not seem to affect his judgment about artistic quality. In fact,

he says that Seattle artists make good work; and earlier he faults Portland artists for sometimes
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making bad work. Still, he says that Portland gives artists opportunities to be in the “real art
scene” that “actually matters.” If Seattle and Houston artists can make money in the art market,
they may as well disappear, content to make a living selling their work, but remaining forever
invisible in the eyes of art history. Portland on the other hand offers artists room to experiment,
and hone their work, while making valuable connections to other places, or eventually moving
on to another city.

To reiterate a point that will remain thematic throughout these chapters, the difference is
not only a contrast between markets and scenes. In Omar’s scheme, cities vary with respect to
making money and “really mattering.” Seattle and Portland both concentrate a very high per-
capita artist population, but while artists in Seattle might have more chances to sell their work,
artists in Portland are thought to enjoy more social outlets and connections, more dialogue about

contemporary art making, and a better place-based reputation.

Flat Places

How does Nashville compare? If Portland is for Omar a studio city that offers viable
opportunities to make art and make connections, then Nashville artists appear to have even fewer
credits by which to compare their city to other global centers and second cities. They are able to
identify many positive qualities of their art scene and their city, but they understand Nashville
either as a subordinate place, or as just another set of coordinates in a global art world.

Jimmy is one example of an artist that might benefit from the decentering of the art
world. He grew up in Alabama, went to art school in Savannah, met his wife there, and moved to
the Nashville area because some relatives lived nearby, and has remained there for nearly 10

years. Like Omar, Jimmy does not show locally, but has galleries representing him in New York,
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Chicago, and Atlanta. These opportunities stem from social connections originating in art school.
Jimmy is not a huge fan of Nashville; he describes it as “the flattest place” he has ever been.
“Not literally [flat],” he says, “but in terms of its character...” Jimmy lives in what is technically
a suburb, although he does not see much difference between Nashville neighborhoods; he
insisted we do the interview at a coffee shop in a suburban strip mall, near his home studio. His
description of the art world’s geography is decidedly decentered, if not “flat.” He says:

Everything really is decentralized. Even the art world, although people want to

think it’s [only] New York and LA. There’s still New York and LA. It’s two

cities. You can’t - well, some artists do have studios in both cities, but I don’t and

I don’t think you need to. I think you can live in a place and work elsewhere. So

[living in the center] is not a requirement. In fact, it may help because the further

off the radar you are, location-wise, usually the lower your costs are allows you to

make work; hopefully, more work than the guy livi