
BEYOND PRICE

Much recent discussion surrounding valuation of the arts and culture, par-
ticularly in the policy arena, has been dominated by a concern to identify an
economic and financial basis for valuation of artworks, arts activities, and more
general ways in which we express our culture. Whereas a great deal can be
gained from a fuller understanding of the economic value of art, there is a real
danger that financial considerations will tend to crowd out all other aspects
of value. This book moves beyond the limitations implicit in a narrow eco-
nomic approach, bringing different disciplinary viewpoints together, opening
up a dialogue between scholars about the processes of valuation that they use,
and exploring differences and identifying common ground between the various
viewpoints. The book’s common theme – the tension between economic and
cultural modes of evaluation – unites the chapters, making it a coherent and
unified volume that provides a new and unique perspective on how we value art.
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Preface

The aim of this volume is to extend understanding of how value is formed

and how valuation processes operate in the arts and culture. It does so

against a background of a world in which market forces have become more

and more powerful as a driver of public and private decision making. In

these circumstances, economic considerations are playing an ever stronger

role in assigning value to the things people make, consume, enjoy, buy, and

sell. Of course in the arts and culture financial assessments of value have

always been important, but there is a sense in the contemporary world that

an economic basis for determining the value of art is tending increasingly

to overshadow alternative concepts.

An essential premise of our project has been the recognition that a con-

tinuing difficulty in existing studies of value in the arts and culture has been

the rigid disciplinary confines within which scholars have worked. This is

especially true of economists, who tend to regard economic science as being

capable of explaining all human behavior, past, present, and future, but it is

also true in other directions – many cultural specialists do not comprehend

what is going on in neighboring disciplines and may have a particularly ill-

informed view of what economics can contribute to the debate. Accordingly,

the project was designed with the purpose of opening up possibilities for

interdisciplinary communication and dialogue.

As a first step, the two editors convened a workshop, Practices in the

Valuation of Art, in fall 2000 at Villa La Collina in Cadenabbia (Como),

Italy, supported by the Fritz Thyssen Foundation. The event drew together

economists; historians of art, literature, and music; artistic directors; and

artists. The workshop did not aim for a written account of the valuation

processes under discussion, but rather it was designed to test whether a

fruitful discussion across the disciplinary boundaries could be conducted.

xv
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xvi Preface

The success of this initial meeting motivated the organization of a second

workshop that could produce some tangible results.

The present volume originated in that second workshop, which the edi-

tors convened in spring 2004. This workshop was held at the Rockefeller

Foundation Study and Conference Center in Bellagio, Italy. We invited a

group of scholars from a variety of disciplines that deal with the two val-

uation processes. The editors and all the other economists involved had a

background in cultural economics; in very diverse ways, they all had encoun-

tered the strange cohesiveness of cultural custom, artistic appreciation, and

aesthetic taste. The other scholars were art historians, musicologists, aes-

thetic philosophers, literary scholars, anthropologists, and policymakers –

many of them in multiple roles. All participants were asked to contribute

papers with selected cases from their own field of competence that could

assist in exploring differences and identifying common ground among the

various viewpoints. In fact, virtually all the papers discussed concrete his-

torical or contemporary cases and controversies.

The lead-up to the actual workshop was fraught with apprehension. To

put it in a nutshell, the economists suspected that their colleagues from the

humanities would deal in ill-defined concepts with only anecdotal evidence;

the humanists, in turn, suspected that the economists would be bent on

stubbornly instrumental interpretations of any artistic and cultural activ-

ity, focusing on nothing much more than the commercial exploitation of

art. It took some time in the workshop itself to dispel these fears, but they

were gradually replaced with a sense of curiosity among the economists

about the strange consistency in the arguments of art historians or anthro-

pologists, and with a sense of recognition on the part of the humanists of

the economists’ genuine intellectual quest to come up with an extended

model that takes into account the peculiar properties of artistic and cultural

valuation.

Following the workshop all sixteen papers were completely revised,

extended, and reworked to account for the comments and feedback aris-

ing from the meeting and beyond, and to emphasize the common themes

that provided the intellectual spine of our discussion. Together with the

introductory chapter, these papers are now collected in the present volume.

We wish to express our gratitude to a number of organizations and indi-

viduals. Most importantly we would like to thank the Rockefeller Foun-

dation for its generous support of the Bellagio workshop. Joan Shigekawa,

Associate Director, Creativity and Culture, at the Foundation, attended the

workshop and was our primary point of contact with the funding agency.
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Preface xvii
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The project grant was administered through the Department of Economics

at Macquarie University, and we are grateful to staff there for their help.

In particular we record our thanks to Delia McCarthy, who dealt with the

logistics of organizing the workshop, and Laura Billington, who oversaw the

editorial processing of manuscripts and illustrations for this volume. Three

anonymous reviewers of the proposal for the volume provided valuable feed-

back. Finally, we express our appreciation of the role played by Scott Parris,

Senior Editor, Economics and Finance, at Cambridge University Press, New

York, in bringing this volume to fruition.

Michael Hutter
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