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1. Introduction
New markets, organisations and commodities constantly emerge around the world,
but the scale and speed of transformations are especially striking in China. In summer 2014, about ten months after I completed the main period of my field research in
China’s contemporary art world, I returned to Beijing for a follow-up trip. I was walking around the “798” art district, a former factory now converted into a hip industrial
area with commercial contemporary art galleries, shops and cafés (Figure 1.1). I was
looking for a famous gallery, Galleria Continua, which I had visited countless times
before, and I just could not find it. I was walking round and round in circles, until
I realised that a new building obscured it from the street. At the gallery, I was told
that it was a new museum, about to open in a few months’ time, meant to house art
owned by a collector whose name I did not recognise. I was crestfallen: not only did
I fail to interview this collector last time around, I was not even aware he existed.
When I did meet him for an interview several days later, however, it turned out that
he was 27 years old, and had been collecting for only about a year. During this period,
he had accumulated a collection of over 100 artworks, and he already had a museum
– M WOODS – to house it in (Figure 1.2). During my main fieldwork period, I had not
missed his existence. Although conspicuously present in the summer of 2014, ten
months prior, he had only started to enter the scene.
The whole market for contemporary art in China has been emerging at a rapid pace. In the 1980s, there was hardly an art market to speak of. Yet, during my fieldwork in 2012–2014, there were hundreds of commercial galleries and auction houses
where contemporary art was sold in relatively systematic and organised ways.1 In
2013, the Chinese art market, including traditional art, was the second largest, by
value, in the world, with sales totalling 11.5 billion euros (McAndrew 2014). Chinese contemporary artists have been fetching seven-figure euro prices. The “798”
art district has become a major tourist destination, especially for foreign visitors,
along with the Great Wall and Tiananmen square. Several years before embarking
on this project, I lived in Beijing and spent many weekends walking around galleries
and cafés in “798” when I craved a different, edgy and cosmopolitan China. For this
1

According to the TEFAF report, there were approximately 500 galleries in Beijing in 2013, most of
them dealing in contemporary art, of which 173 galleries were in the “798” art district (McAndrew
2014). More than 6,000 galleries and thousands of private dealers are estimated to sell art and
antiques in China, including Hong Kong (McAndrew 2014). 355 officially licensed auction houses
sold art and antiques in mainland China in 2013 (McAndrew 2014).
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Figure 1.1. Signpost in the “798” art district, Beijing, 2012. All photos by the author, unless stated
otherwise.

research, I sought out the main and aspiring players of this market. I spent a lot of
time with this art world’s citizens, trying to get to the bottom of how the market for
contemporary art has been emerging in China.
As the market emerges, its potential and early participants need to solve a
number of problems (cf. Beckert 2009). They have to establish what Chinese contemporary art is good, and how much it should cost. Artworks have to be chosen to be
exhibited in museum shows and biennales abroad, and prices have to be set. In China, art commerce has to be mediated by organisations. What form should they take?
Aspiring art dealers can look for blueprints abroad or locally, or they can create new
types of organisations. How exactly should these organisations work? What colour
should dealers paint gallery walls, and should they put price tags next to artworks?
Should auction houses auction contemporary art, or only old masters? And is it appropriate to auction artworks by young artists, who are just starting out? Buyers
need to decide where it is best to buy and what art is worthwhile. Should they trust
art dealers, auction houses or art critics? Or should they rely on the bureaucratic art
organisations from the Maoist period? Abroad, many of them know, commercial galleries can be trusted, but they are dismissive of the majority of galleries in China. As
the market continues to emerge, behaviours have to be adjusted. Artists, buyers, art
14

dealers, art fair organisers, art critics and others need to make sense of the developments. They have to decide if they are doing things correctly.
Relying on extensive ethnographic and interview data, I focus on empirical questions concerning the central puzzle: the emergence of the Chinese contemporary art market. I approach the Chinese contemporary art market from the perspective of economic sociology. More broadly, this study, which is one of the first
in-depth sociological studies of the art market in China, aims to shed light on a
central concern in contemporary economic sociology: how do markets emerge? This
research also touches on other issues, such as the actual and perceived relations
between economic institutions in China and the West, sense-making in markets,
valuation, and market formation in China. In what follows, I outline the scope of
this study by discussing the focus on the Chinese contemporary art market and my
approach. I then discuss methodology, and conclude with a brief chapter overview.

Figure 1.2. M WOODS museum in the “798” art district, not yet open at the time, 2014. Galleria
Continua is at the background.
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WHY THE CHINESE CONTEMPOR ARY ART MARKET?
The art market is not an entirely new phenomenon in China. Art commerce and private patronage existed in the Imperial (221 BCE–1911) and Republican periods (1912–
1949). These essentially ceased during the Mao era (1949–1976) and especially during
the Cultural Revolution (1966–1976) (Clunas 2009). In the Maoist period, artists derived their income from their official positions in the sprawling art bureaucracy: a
system of state art patronage, similar to those in the former Soviet Union and North
Korea. Since the late 1970s, when the reform and opening up policy was launched in
China, the art market started emerging again along with other markets.
In the course of my fieldwork, I found that the Chinese art market is not
uniform. It consists of interwoven multiple markets with partly different logics of
economic behaviour (cf. Komarova 2015). Traditional art and antiques, such as Ming
dynasty vases, ink wash paintings by the 20th century masters, calligraphy scrolls,
jade and ceramics, the so-called “red art”, or socialist realist paintings, and “contemporary art” are evaluated, marketed and sold differently. The differences stem not
just from whether artists are living, but also from the materials and content of art.
Markets for art by living artists in more traditional (e.g. ink wash painting, calligraphy, socialist realist paintings) and more contemporary styles (e.g. abstract painting,
photography, installations) are organised differently. The markets for art produced
in bulk in workshops in Southern China (Wong 2013), or sold in tourist shops, are
organised differently again. Some members of these distinct circles emphasised the
differences, as they enthusiastically drew boundaries between themselves and others, in interviews and conversations (Lamont and Molnár 2002). This suggests differences in the emergence of these distinct markets (some overlaps in actors and
practices are discussed in Chapter 4), which would make it difficult for me to draw
generalisations. Therefore, art produced by living artists in more traditional styles or
“junk” art, such as copies or tourist art (Moulin 1987), are excluded from this study’s
scope.
The focus is instead on “contemporary art”: art produced by living Chinese
artists since the 1970s and grounded in European and American artistic traditions2
(e.g. Wu 2014). The definition adopted here is broader than the art historical focus
on Chinese art often labelled “experimental” or “avant-garde” (for discussion, see
e.g. Wu 2008), and is close to the emic Chinese category “contemporary art” (dangdai
yishu) (Figure 1.3). The notion of contemporary art spread to China from abroad rel2

I consider artworks produced nowadays using traditional elements such as calligraphy or ink,
but differing from traditional content (e.g. by Xu Bing or Gu Wenda), to fall into the category of
contemporary art.
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atively recently, since the reform and opening up policy in the late 1970s. Artists primarily got acquainted with Western art through images – reproductions in art books
and catalogues that appeared in libraries and bookstores. Art students greeted ideas
of modernism and art for art’s sake with excitement. Artists were experimenting, imitating foreign masters and creating unique installations, performances and paintings that departed drastically from the Maoist-era art. In the 1980s, artists’ groups
sprang up in various cities, and generally the Chinese contemporary art history and
canon began to emerge (e.g. Lü 2010; Smith 2008; Wu 2014). Yet, this is not a study
of the emergence of artistic movements or specific big names. As I am interested in
market emergence rather than in the analysis of artworks, in contrast to many existing studies of the Chinese art and art world, I not only focus on the top segment in
terms of market and critical acclaim, but also include unestablished artists. The focus
of Chapter 4 is broader, because the Official Art Organisations (OAOs), which existed
in the Maoist period, before the market emerged, involve living artists working in
both more and less traditional styles.

Figure 1.3. Ullens Center for Contemporary Art (UCCA), considered among the important contemporary art institutions in China, Beijing, 2012.
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My choice to focus on the market for contemporary art may raise eyebrows.
During my fieldwork, I was constantly reminded that this was the “wrong” focus by
artists, gallerists, curators and other contemporary Chinese art world participants.
Both those who worked with contemporary art, and those who did not, often told me
that traditional art is “the mainstay of the Chinese art market” (contemporary art
dealer, interview). If I really wanted to understand the Chinese art market, they said,
I could better look at the “huge” and “very influential” (contemporary art dealers,
interviews) market for traditional art. They were right: contemporary art accounts
for less than 10 percent of the Chinese art market (McAndrew 2014: 128).3
They also reminded me that contemporary art was new in China and did not
interest most people there. Indeed, the contemporary art world has a strong international character. Its centre moved from Paris to New York after the Second World
War (Guilbaut 1983), eventually resulting in a relatively international scene. Whether
the contemporary art world can be considered global is a matter of academic debate
(Velthuis and Baia Curioni 2015b). While some scholars have taken the globalisation
of contemporary art for granted (Belting and Buddensieg 2009; Bydler 2004), others
have argued that it is local artworks and artists that dominate art fairs, galleries and
collections (Buchholz and Wuggenig 2005; Quemin 2006, 2012; Steiner et al. 2013;
Velthuis 2013; Vermeylen 2015). However, contemporary art is clearly more global
than other types of art, such as traditional calligraphy, which is firmly grounded in
national culture. Picking the most “foreign” type of art, and the most international
part of the market, with many foreign participants, I could be accused of lacking sensitivity for the “local”.
Yet, it is exactly this newness of contemporary art in China, and these links
with the markets abroad, that make it a strategic case to understand market emergence (cf. Brandellero 2015; Khaire and Wadhwani 2010). Contemporary art is relatively new in China, and its market is even newer. It started developing only a few decades ago, and the earliest events in this process are still part of living memory. This
study focuses on the period from the early 1990s to the early 2010s. Although contemporary art started flourishing in China, Chinese artists started travelling abroad,
and foreign dealers started coming to China in the 1980s, there was no organised
art commerce in mainland China throughout the 1980s and early 1990s (DeBevoise
2014). Up until the 1990s, there were no intermediary organisations – commercial
contemporary art galleries, auction houses, art fairs or biennales (Figure 1.4). The
first sales unfolded sporadically, without a formal market system, often via artists’
social networks. Most market practices were not institutionalised. Thus, for example,
3
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The oil painting and contemporary art sector amounted to 744 million euros in 2013
(McAndrew 2014: 128).

there was a lot of uncertainty regarding prices. As the founder of one of the first galleries in China told me about the decade of the 1980s:
“You know, no one knew about pricing, no one had any money, no
one had any experience in the market or experience in the international art world either.”
Another reason to focus on this market is that it is still emerging, which
allows us to study the market emergence as it happens. Although much more institutionalised now, the contemporary art market continues to unfold in mainland China
before our eyes. During the course of my field research, I found many beliefs and
practices to be unsettled, I also found that practices of market actors varied considerably (cf. Fligstein and McAdam 2012: 86-96). For example, while some contemporary
artists thought it was legitimate to be part of OAOs or to cooperate with auction
houses directly, for others this was unacceptable. This is typical of emerging markets, where the rules are not settled (Aspers 2011). During my research, market emergence often came up in interviews. As I show in Chapter 6, the idea that the market is
still developing is a central way in which art dealers, curators, collectors and others
understand how their art market works. The Beijing art world, where my fieldwork
was primarily conducted, presented a unique and exciting opportunity to observe
market emergence in real time.
I focus on contemporary and not other types of art also because contemporary art is most revealing about the emergence of valuation dynamics. Uncertainty
about the value of goods characterises a lot of markets, but it is especially pertinent
to and visible in markets for cultural goods (Becker 1982; Peterson 1997; Velthuis
2005; Yogev 2010) because of their symbolic, belief-based character (cf. Bourdieu
1993c). Contemporary art is especially interesting because its value has not been
time-tested, and there is more uncertainty, which reveals the value dynamics even
more sharply (see e.g. Moulin 1987; Plattner 1996; Velthuis 2003; Yogev 2010). Although valuation dynamics in the art markets are more pronounced than in some
other markets, art markets are a good way to understand market emergence more
generally. For economic sociologists, issues of the establishment of organisational
models (Chapter 3) or practices of valuation (Chapter 5), are issues that have to be
resolved in other new markets as well.
The Chinese contemporary art market is also an interesting case because
its emergence sheds light on the operation of transnational fields. It can be usefully
compared with the established markets in Europe and the USA, practices and conventions of which have been studied extensively (Crane 1987; Horowitz 2011; Moulin
19

1987; Plattner 1996; Thornton 2008; Velthuis 2005; White and White 1965). These
studies provide a context for this research, which helps understand the impact of globalisation on market emergence. My findings suggest that the Chinese contemporary
art market has been emerging in close connection with foreign markets. Some foreign players determined the worth of Chinese artworks. The organisational structure
and valuation mechanisms of foreign art markets were partly imported. Actors in the
Chinese art market made sense of their market in terms of markets abroad.
The focus on a market outside Europe and the USA is also warranted in itself. If we are to understand how markets across the world work, it is important to
study non-Western markets in depth. China, for example, does not receive much attention in mainstream sociology. Comparative projects are often limited in scope
to Europe and the USA. Even cultural sociologists are only starting to seriously engage with non-Western contexts (but see Franssen and Kuipers 2015). The ample
empirical research on established art markets (Crane 1987; Horowitz 2011; Moulin
1987; Plattner 1996; Thornton 2008; Velthuis 2005; White and White 1965), including
historical studies (Alpers 1988; Vermeylen 2003), cannot be simply generalised to

Figure 1.4. VIP opening of the Art Beijing art fair, established in 2005, Beijing, 2013.
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contemporary art markets currently emerging outside Europe and the USA.4 Theories of art worlds and cultural production have also been formulated based on the
Western markets (Becker 1982, Bourdieu 1993a). As cultural industries are becoming
more significant outside the West (cf. Kloosterman and Koetsenruijter 2017), these
theories should be further developed and tested in other socio-economic contexts.
Finally, in addition to contributions to art market studies and cultural and
economic sociology, the focus on the contemporary art market allows us to deepen
our understanding of the Chinese economy. The contemporary art market reveals
mechanisms of market emergence as opposed to transition from plan to market,
which has so far been prevalent in research on China’s economic system (Nee 1992;
Nee and Cao 1999; Nee and Stark 1989; Walder 1995) and art scene (DeBevoise 2014;
Kraus 2004). Markets for traditional art and antiques were developing at approximately the same time in China. However, contemporary art was new and was not
initially embedded in local organisations or institutions, and thus lends itself well to
studying emergence rather than transition from the state bureaucracy. As shown in
Chapter 4, the transformation of the pre-existing organisational forms turns out to
be important for understanding how the market for more traditional art forms has
been emerging. Overall, however, the case of the contemporary art market enables
us to go beyond studying the mechanisms of market transition. Instead, I found that
the emergence of this market is better understood in terms of mimicry of foreign
blueprints (cf. Guthrie 1999).
Although accounts of the emergence and globalisation of Chinese contemporary art and artists have been published (Gao 1998b; Smith 2008; Sullivan 1999;
Wu 2005), much less research has been devoted to the understanding of the market.
Studying China’s cultural markets seriously sheds light on China’s recent emphasis
on creative economy, as opposed to manufacturing. The focus on contemporary art
also highlights dynamics concerning specific groups within Chinese society, such as
the cultural consumption of the economic elites. This research did not aim to identify unique cultural features of the Chinese market. Rather, it brings sociological
perspectives, such as theories of valuation (Beckert and Aspers 2011; Boltanski and
4

Social scientific studies of art markets outside Europe and the USA by anthropologists and
sociologists started appearing recently. They have looked at how markets outside Europe and the
USA work, in particular, studying meanings of discounts (Komarova 2015), morality of art exchange
(Sooudi 2015) and market emergence (Brandellero 2015; Favell 2015; Khaire and Wadhwani 2010;
Komarova and Velthuis 2017). Most sociological studies do not focus on China in its own right:
sociologists have mainly studied the Chinese art market as part of large quantitative studies of
global flows of artworks (e.g. Yogev and Ertug 2015) or have discussed Chinese art briefly as an
example of price and sales increases outside Europe and the USA (Crane 2009).
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Thévenot 2006; Karpik 2010) and the concepts of institutional entrepreneurship and
work (Lawrence and Suddaby 2006), to the empirical material in China, thus benefitting both the fields of China studies and sociology.
WHY THE ECONOMIC SOCIOLOGY APPROACH?
The economic-sociological approach, which this study adopts, is unusual in research
on China’s cultural industries, fields or markets. These studies have been mostly undertaken by art historians, and cultural studies scholars or, rarer, political scientists
(Andrews and Shen 2012; DeBevoise 2014; Keane 2013; Kraus 2004; but see Yan 2010).
These accounts tend to focus on artworks, artists and the state (Andrews and Shen
2012; Gao 1998b; Gladston 2014; Hopfener et al. 2012; Huot 2000; Lü 2010; Smith
2008; Sullivan 1996, 1999; Wang 2009; Wu 2009, 2014). In contrast, because I focus
on market emergence, I adopt a broader, economic-sociological view. I am interested in how more and less successful, experienced and internationally exposed commercial galleries, auction houses, museums, collectors, artists, curators and others,
participate in and perceive market emergence. I do not take the value of canonised
art for granted, but look at how the value of art is constructed and judged by market
actors. For example, my research has shown that buyers judge the value of works by
artists belonging to OAOs by the artists’ positions in the organisational hierarchy,
while the value of works by artists outside the official system is often judged by auction prices. Unlike many existing researches of China’s art scene (cf. Andrews 1994;
Barmé 1999; Keane 2013; Pollack 2010; Robertson 2011; Sullivan 1999; Wang 2013),
this study goes beyond a descriptive account to add an analytical dimension and provide explanations of the dynamics of art market emergence. Understanding how the
Chinese art market has been emerging allows us to better grasp the context in which
Chinese contemporary art is produced and consumed. This has not been sufficiently
addressed by art historians and China studies scholars.5
My approach is also distinct from that of neo-classical economists who conceptualise markets as anonymous exchanges and view markets as settings where rational individuals pursue their interests. In contrast, most economic sociologists view
markets as socially constructed entities (Berger and Luckmann 1991) embedded in
cultural and institutional contexts (Granovetter 1985). Sociologists emphasise conventions that govern behaviour in real markets (Abolafia 1996; Biggart and Beamish
2003; Granovetter 1985; Smith 1989; Velthuis 2005; Zelizer 1994). A sociological ap5

The most comprehensive research on the emergence of the Chinese art market published to date
is the exemplary study by DeBevoise (2014). It differs from this research in that it is largely descriptive, focuses on the years 1979–1993, and grounded in art history.
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proach allows us to study market emergence, and is more attentive to cross-national
similarities and differences, as well as transnational travels of practices and ideas,
than a neo-classical economic approach. How markets emerge is one of the central
questions in economic and market sociology (Aspers 2011; Callon 1998; Fligstein and
Dauter 2007; Fligstein and Dioun 2015; White 1981; Zelizer 1979). I consider market
emergence a crucial phase in market development, during which organisations, valuation mechanisms and other rules for actions, are established and legitimated (cf.
Fligstein 2001b). Sociological theories provide valuable tools to study this.
In this study I am adopting the neo-institutional approach in economic sociology. This approach sees the emergence of shared practices and ideas as a result
of historical and cultural processes. For neo-institutional sociologists, rules of behaviour and understandings diffuse not because of rational choice, but because of
ritual, myth and ceremony (Meyer and Rowan 1977). I found that participants in the
Chinese contemporary art market have started agreeing with each other about legitimate ways to act. Although these agreements are happening in certain pockets of the
market, and not everyone shares the same practices and understandings, it is clear
that contemporary art world members are starting to represent a relatively distinct
circle of people who work together, make similar types of artworks, and exhibit, sell
and buy in similar types of spaces and in similar ways. From the neo-institutional
perspective in sociology, this is a crucial moment in market emergence, because it
marks the beginning of a field (Fligstein 2001b; Fligstein and McAdam 2012). A market is a “social structure for the exchange of rights in which offers are evaluated and
priced, and compete with one another” (Aspers 2011: 4; see Fligstein and Dauter 2007
for discussion of definitions of markets in sociology and neo-classical economics). I
understand the Chinese art market as a field constituted by actors and structured
by shared practices, informal rules and understandings (cf. DiMaggio and Powell
1983; Fligstein 2001b). The understanding of areas of social life as fields has been
applied to a wide variety of social spheres, including markets, so my conceptualisation should not be considered a theoretical intervention (cf. Fligstein 2001b, 2008;
Fligstein and Mara-Drita 1996). In line with neo-institutional scholars, I am not interested in struggle or domination in the field (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992), but
rather in the institutionalisation of this field: how did it come into being, and what
beliefs and practices “hold it together”? (cf. Fourcade 2007). The focus of this study
is therefore on organisations, such as commercial art galleries and auction houses,
and on the individual actors, such as artists and curators, that constitute the field,
and on the institutions associated with them (Biggart and Beamish 2003; DiMaggio
and Powell 1983; Dobbin 1994; Fligstein 2001b; Meyer and Rowan 1977; Powell and
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DiMaggio 1991). “Institutions” I understand here as formal and informal rules and
conventions that guide behaviour and shared understandings, among other things,
about appropriate practices in a given field. I focus on them because they are useful
to understand market emergence, as organisations and institutions, including behaviours and shared understandings, have to be created in a new market (Fligstein
2001b; Fligstein and McAdam 2012; Lawrence and Phillips 2004). A neo-institutional
perspective is useful for field-level analysis, as it locates the development of norms
and conventions at the meso-level, and pays less attention to, for example, dynamics
within firms. It is also attentive to cross-country comparisons.
The neo-institutional perspective allows me to address the following aspects
of market emergence. First, it allows me to look at the origin and establishment of
organisational models. My research shows that the main organisational models, such
as those of commercial galleries and auction houses, were imported from foreign
markets. As I show in Chapter 3, much work was required to set up these organisations, which needed to be put together and legitimated. As I discuss in Chapter 4,
to a lesser extent, contemporary art commerce relies on pre-existing organisations
and institutions. The neo-institutional perspective is useful to explain organisational mimicry (DiMaggio and Powell 1983), mechanisms of introducing new models
(Lawrence and Suddaby 2006), as well as organisational and institutional persistence
(Mahoney 2000). The Chinese contemporary art market is to a certain extent fragmented, not only because it is emerging, but also because some people engage only
with organisational forms of foreign origin, and others also engage with pre-existing
organisational forms (cf. Meyer et al. 1997).
The neo-institutional approach in economic sociology is also attentive to
shared practices and norms of behaviour. In Chapters 2 and 5, I address practices
concerning the valuation of art. Establishing valuation mechanisms is crucial for
market emergence, as they are necessary for markets to function (Beckert 2009). Valuation is particularly fraught in emerging markets. This is because organisations and
institutions in new markets are in flux, many participants of such markets are novices, and values of commodities as well as legitimate valuation mechanisms are not yet
established. Valuation, therefore, is a central theme of this study. My research shows
that some valuation mechanisms in the Chinese art market are similar to those of
existing markets, and even rely on foreign individuals and market infrastructure. In
Chapter 2, I argue that valuation of Chinese art was initially performed by foreign
as well as local individuals, sometimes in markets abroad (Boltanski and Thévenot
2006). However, as Chapter 5 demonstrates, Chinese art market participants also rely
on diverging organisations and devices to judge and establish the value of art (cf.
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Karpik 2010). Some of these differences have to do with the fact that the market is
new, some of the market actors lack the legitimacy to valorise art, and many of the
market participants are inexperienced.
The neo-institutional approach is also useful for investigating the meaning
structures and cognitive aspects of market emergence (Dobbin 1994; Guthrie 1999;
Fligstein 2001b, cf. cultural-cognitive pillar in Scott 2001). As I argue in Chapter 6,
new markets are unstable and evolving, and making sense of the changes is central
to the experience of these markets’ participants. This study breaks new ground by
investigating how participants in the emerging market understand its development.
In particular, Chapter 6 looks at a dominant way in which the new market for contemporary art in China is perceived by its participants. Studying shared ideas allows
us to better understand the process of market emergence and action in emerging
markets.
The approach outlined above is distinct from other approaches that are often
used in sociological studies of art markets: Zelizer’s cultural approach (see, e.g. Zelizer 1988) to economic sociology (Coslor 2010; Velthuis 2003, 2005) and Bourdieu’s field
approach (Bourdieu 1993a, 1996; Graw 2009; Herrero 2010; Horowitz 2011). Although
Bourdieu has written about market aspects of what he calls “the field of cultural production”, he did not provide ready solutions for how to analyse field emergence and
the global field. There have been recent attempts to develop Bourdieu’s theory in
these directions (Buchholz 2016), but this was not the aim of my research.
This study differs from existing sociological studies of market emergence in
two respects. First, it pays significant attention to consumers, which turned out to
be important for understanding the emergence of valuation dynamics. While studies
of market emergence have tended to primarily focus on producers (Fligstein 2001b;
White 1981), I am interested in interaction among the variety of (potential) market
actors. Second, it differs from other studies of market emergence as it pays relatively
little attention to formal rules and regulations. This also sharply distinguishes it
from studies of China’s markets and cultural fields. Scholars of markets have highlighted the important role of the state, the government and formal rules in the emergence of industries and markets (Dobbin 1994; Fligstein 2001b). China scholars have
mostly focused on the role of the state in China’s economic transition and development (Guthrie 1999; Nee and Opper 2012). Studies of the contemporary art world and
market are preoccupied with the role of the government and its attitudes and actions
towards contemporary art and creativity more generally, including censorship (Clark
1992; DeBevoise 2014; Kraus 2004; Zhang 2014). Although the government regulations were within the scope of this project at the beginning of my inquiry, I quickly
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found that the government did not play an active role in the development of this market apart from, most prominently, the reform and opening up policy since the late
1970s. Except for the auction law, there were barely any formal rules or regulations
emanating from the state. My respondents actually complained that the government
did not regulate the industry enough.6 Thus, in contrast with existing studies that
argue that formal rules are at the heart of market formation, this study shifts the
empirical focus away from the state and towards other aspects of market emergence.
Because many of this market’s organisational forms and institutions, and
even the very notion of contemporary art, stem from abroad, I place links to foreign
markets at the centre of this study. Studies of market emergence often focus on the
process and stages that organisations and institutions undergo within a market as
it takes shape (Aspers 2011; Fligstein and Dauter 2007). In contrast, this account of
market emergence emphasises the role of existing markets abroad in the formation
of the market in China. This study zooms in on one market (cf. Moulin 1987; Plattner
1996) and does not draw systematic comparisons between similar markets in several
countries, which distinguishes it from comparative institutional sociological studies
(Biggart and Guillén 1999; Guillén 2001b). It seeks to understand how globalisation,
or foreign markets and actors, influenced which organisations emerged as central
in the Chinese contemporary art market, how people in this market value art, and
how they think about their market. I do not measure globalisation of the Chinese
art market by systematically calculating the presence of Chinese artists or artworks
at global arts events, or the presence of foreign artists or dealers in the Chinese art
market, as most previous studies of the globalisation of art markets have done (Velthuis 2013; Vermeylen 2015). In other words, I am interested in globalisation not
of the art trade, but of the market as a field, consisting of individual participants,
organisations and institutions. Although I highlight travels of commodities, people,
organisational forms and institutions across borders, the main focus is on how a new
local art market has been becoming organised and is perceived. This contrasts with
many existing studies of the globalisation of art markets, and brings this research
close to anthropological studies whose ethnographic methods are sensitive to how
globalisation happens on the ground (cf. Appadurai 1996; Mathews 2011).
In the following chapters I show that the organisations and institutions
of the Chinese contemporary art market were not imposed from abroad (cf. Crane
2001). Foreign models diffused into China not through international organisations
or professionals, as the world society perspective – which focuses on isomorphic re6

Censorship lies outside the scope because it primarily relates to the content of art, and because it
did not come up in the course of my research as important for market organisation.
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quirements on a global level – would predict (Meyer et al. 1997). My analysis is on a
more micro level than that of Meyer and colleagues, and, unlike them, I also focus
on divergent practices and ideas in the Chinese art market. Neither was it the Chinese state that installed the organisational and institutional models (Dobbin 1994;
Fligstein 2001b). Instead, what I found most useful to explain the emergence of the
Chinese contemporary art market is the concept of the transnational institutional
field (DiMaggio and Powell 1983). China started joining the transnational field of art
commerce in the late 1970s. The art world organisations and institutions have been
diffusing across this field, as they become adopted by local artists, art dealers, buyers
and other market participants, more and less successfully, and through the mediation of local and foreign actors. It is this process that is most useful to understand
how the Chinese contemporary art market has been emerging.
DATA AND METHODS
This project relies on qualitative data, including archival, interview and observational data, which were subsequently analysed inductively (cf. Abolafia 1996; Aspers
2006; Knorr Cetina and Bruegger 2002). The bulk of my fieldwork was conducted in
Beijing during the period October 2012 to August 2013. A follow-up trip in July 2014
helped me register later developments and collect additional data. Beijing is viewed as
the uncontested centre of mainland China’s contemporary art world, and represents
by far the largest concentration of contemporary artistic and art market activity. This
is where the main organisations are located, and where artists come to make a name
for themselves. In an interview, one dealer of European origin compared Beijing to
New York in the 1950s–60s, when it was the centre of avant-garde art:
“Imagine being able to hang out with all of the Pollocks and Warhols and all those people in the 50s and 60s, this is kind of what we
are doing here. The equivalent of. I am sure in 30 years’ time, 50
years’ time, you can say, I had lunch with Liu Xiaodong and then
had dinner with Ai Weiwei and all these things. Now for us it’s kind
of normal, because that’s what we are in. But probably in 50 years’
time when they are making all these documentaries about these
people…”.
The perception of Beijing as the centre was shared by many in the field.
Contemporary art organisations and activities can be found across mainland China; Shanghai, Guangzhou, Hangzhou and other cities boast contemporary art museums, art academies, auction houses and commercial art districts. Art markets are
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expected to differ in various parts of China (cf. Plattner 1996), yet, no one in the field
questioned my focus on Beijing. I was sometimes asked whether I also planned to do
interviews in Shanghai, but other cities never came up in the interactions as being
crucial for the understanding of market emergence. Beijing’s centrality also gives a
good idea about the overall Chinese art scene. Many market actors who are based in
Beijing have tight links with other localities – many are originally from elsewhere or
studied in art academies in the provinces and many travel across China for exhibitions. All this makes the focus on Beijing worthwhile.
The development of the art market followed a different pattern in Hong Kong,
where it was a more continuous process. Hong Kong is also distinct from mainland
China culturally, historically, economically, and politically.7 Hong Kong and some of
the actors based there are crucial for understanding the emergence of the art market in mainland China. This is where some of the first exhibitions of contemporary
Chinese artists outside the mainland took place, and where the international actors,
such as Christie’s and Sotheby’s auction houses first set foot. Although the local
Hong Kongese art market lies outside the scope of this project, I visited Hong Kong
to attend an art fair and the Asia Art Archive. Similarly, I attended an art fair and an
art biennale in Shanghai.
Ethnographic fieldwork is an excellent way to study the present day, which
is relevant, because this market is still emerging. Interviews were the main source
of data. Although interviews are a sound way to collect attitudinal data, in recent
years, there has been renewed attention to the limits of interviews for obtaining behavioural data (e.g. Jerolmack and Khan 2014, for response see Lamont and Swidler
2014 and DiMaggio 2014). It has been pointed out that there may be discrepancies between what people say and do. When I made inferences about behaviour, I cross-referenced interview data by interviewing people in different positions in the art world
and organisational hierarchy, on different sides of collaborations, and by asking interviewees about their own and others’ behaviours. Interviews were supplemented
with observations at various art world events, which allowed for triangulation of behavioural data. The interviews, however, were the most appropriate way to collect
data from a large number of different actors and to find out about their practices
concerning buying, selling and valuing art in an emerging market, as well as how
they make sense of the market emergence.
To understand past developments, I relied on archival data: documentation
of art events, writings, and art critical accounts. This was supplemented by interview
data, because, first, documentary data were limited, as many early events were not
7

28

For a discussion of artistic fields in Beijing and Hong Kong see de Kloet 2010b.

well documented. Second, I was interested in the motivations behind the past actions
of particular actors. Interviews are not considered a highly reliable source of historical data, as people may forget or modify their account a posteriori, so these data were
triangulated where possible. In order to maximise both the validity and reliability
of my conclusions, following Goldenberg’s recommendation (Goldenberg 1992: 207217), I collected data at different distances from the object of research on the “observation continuum”: direct participant observation, interviews with those involved in
certain institutions, interviews with others who are indirectly involved or otherwise
connected, archival materials, art market documents and media reports. Combining
ethnographic methods with archival and document research allowed me to improve
the internal validity of my findings.
Prior to leaving for China I conducted nine pilot interviews in the Netherlands with art dealers, collectors, an art critic, an artist, and others with first-hand
knowledge of the Chinese contemporary art world. These expert interviews helped
me gain a general understanding of the field, adjust my interview and research questions, and gain initial access to the field.
Once in China, I was careful to maintain a neutral position in China’s art
world. I chose not to work for an organisation and declined invitations to act as an
art dealer or a curator. I did not affiliate myself with particular groups of artists or
circuits within the market. I lived in the centre of Beijing, away from the areas in
the north-east and east of Beijing where artists and other art market actors mostly
reside. There are two main reasons for this. First, I opted for an outsider position
because I was interested in the overall workings of the art market and in the variety
of players. Working for a particular organisation would result in a case study, from
which it would be hard to draw general conclusions about the art market and about
interactions between different players. The Beijing art world thrives on gossip, and
being affiliated with one group or organisation would hinder contacting others. Second, my neutral and vaguely defined position in the art world was beneficial for the
quality of interviews, at it lessened reactive effects. Many in the art world had difficulty grasping my role, unsure if I was a journalist, artist, art critic or an art dealer.
When I presented myself, I emphasised my outsider status and my distanced position
as an academic researcher. As my interviewees had fewer preconceptions about my
position, and sometimes only a vague idea of what my work entailed, it was presumably harder to construct a narrative in relation to it.
In mainland China and Hong Kong, I conducted 131 semi-structured indepth interviews with artists, collectors, art dealers, auction house employees and
other art market participants. Sampling was aimed at maximizing the internal and
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external validity of my findings. I combined a deliberate, information-oriented criterion sampling, which is especially suitable for a small-n study (King et al. 1994: 115)
with diversified sampling. For all individuals and organisations, the condition was
that they primarily work with Chinese contemporary art. In addition, I conducted
another 40 interviews with artists, dealers, employees of OAOs and others who work
with art in traditional styles. Although this was not the main focus of my research,
it helped me contextualise the field of the contemporary art world and understand
where its boundaries lie.
The composition of the contemporary art market, even in Beijing, is highly
diverse. While some actors are well-informed about developments abroad and often
travel abroad to take part in art-related activities, others have never been abroad.
Some artists and organisations have been active from the very beginning, others entered the market only recently. I aimed to achieve variety with regard to age, sex, time
for which they have been active in the market, extent of international experience and
exposure, commercial and artistic success and size of organisation. Although some
artists I interviewed expressed hope that I only interviewed artists whose work I
liked, this was not the case. Among other things that were unimportant for sampling
was where respondents were originally from. Although I did not aim to have a perfect distribution of these characteristics or to have strict quotas, the variety of the
sample was sufficient to draw conclusions about the larger population. In addition, I
interviewed individuals who played an important role in the art market creation or
who were involved in particular practices, such as auctioning works by young artists.
Pilot interviews in the Netherlands provided initial introductions. I also approached art market actors directly by talking to gallery or auction houses employees, or via email. In addition, I recruited people as a result of serendipitous encounters at art events. I approached people at openings, auctions and auction previews,
and later in the fieldwork, people I already knew would introduce me at events to
their acquaintances. Sometimes future respondents approached me on their own accord, perhaps curious about a new face in the art scene. This helped me randomise
my interviewees. As some participants were recruited at art events, my sample is
somewhat biased towards people who were relatively active in the Beijing art world
at the time of my fieldwork.
In addition, interviewees were recruited by the snowballing method. No
more than two introductions per interviewee were used in order to prevent sample bias. Sometimes I asked for any introduction, but especially in the later stages
of the fieldwork I asked to be introduced to particular types of market players or,
rarely, even particular individuals. As my initial contacts came from a variety of art
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world organisations and events, the snowballing tapped into different parts of the
art world. This also allowed me gain access to actors who were not attending events
at the time of my fieldwork and thus to some extent mitigated sample bias.
I chose to sample my respondents in such ways because there are no comprehensive lists of all Chinese art market participants. Many have several roles in the
art market, and these roles are in flux. Introductions are important as interpersonal
relations, or guanxi, are crucial in China. It is extremely difficult to gain access to
the VIPs, such as art collectors, by simply emailing the organisations they work for.
Being introduced is not only more efficient, as people more readily accept an interview, it is also beneficial for the quality of the data, as there is more trust.8 Also, as
I was interested in cooperation among art market actors, it made sense to interview
people who were connected. Respondents introduced to me though snowballing were
usually acquaintances or collaborators. This was also useful to ensure validity.
It was difficult to access some art market actors, such as directors of a number of prominent galleries or auction houses. To compensate for this, interviews were
organised with other individuals affiliated with the same organisation. Respondents
were asked not only about their own behaviour, but also about the behaviour of others. This had an additional benefit: talking to people at different positions in the
art market hierarchy allowed me to cross-reference information. Those lower in the
hierarchy seemed less prone to constructing a narrative, although they seemed less
knowledgeable about how their organisation really operated.
Hardly anyone in the Chinese art world questioned my focus on the market
rather than on art or on less explicitly commercial aspects of the art world. This is despite what sociologist Pierre Bourdieu called “the disavowal of the ‘economy’”, a tendency to downplay the importance of commerce in the art world (Bourdieu 1993c).
It was clear that for most actors buying and selling art were central to their experience. Indeed, many were surprised that I did not myself engage in art dealership to
support my PhD studies. Some even proposed to cooperate with me, counting on my
perceived acquaintance with wealthy foreigners.
I conducted the majority of interviews myself; 14 interviews were conducted
together with Olav Velthuis. Interviews concerned the market history and behaviours
and understandings in the market. I used an interview guide which included topics
that I wanted to discuss, but I did not follow it strictly. With the exception of the
interviewees, who were some of the first participants in the market, all others are
anonymous. Interviews typically lasted between one and two hours and were con8

For the advantages of connections for doing fieldwork in China, see Hansen 2006: 82, 88; Thunø
2006: 249-250.
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ducted in the language preferred by the interviewee: in Mandarin Chinese (n=153),
English (n=22), Dutch (n=2) and Chinese/English (n=3). All interviews were recorded
and transcribed, with the exception of five interviews. I was often invited for meals
and was presented with published material, such as catalogues and booklets introducing artworks. In line with the principle of reciprocity (Mauss 2002), I usually took
small presents for my interviewees. In return for the interviews, I was sometimes
asked to carry out a variety of favours. These included correcting my interviewee’s
colleague’s child’s English essay for a US university application, translating an introductory art critical text for an exhibition, assessing the quality of a documentary
film, completing my interviewees’ work assignments that required looking up information in English, being consulted on the best university programmes on art management in Europe, and, more generally, sharing information about the Western art
world. Exchange of favours sometimes allowed me not only to repay my informants,
but also to get further access. For example, in the case of translating an exhibition
text, I was able to later interview the museum owner and the artist in question.
Interview locations were usually chosen by interviewees. When possible, I
tried to conduct interviews in an environment familiar to them, rather than on neutral territory, such as cafés. Most interviews took place in my respondents’ studios,
homes, and workplaces (Figure 1.5). This gave me an opportunity to conduct additional observations, and get a better impression of the artworks, in other words, to
contextualise and better understand my interviewees and the organisations of which
they were part.
For approximately ten months during the period 2012–2014, I conducted
participant observations at various arts settings, including auctions and auction
previews and galleries, museums, biennales, and art fairs during openings and on
quieter days (Figure 1.6). Observations helped me contextualise my interviews and
gain a general understanding of the field. In addition to collecting data through observations, taking photos and many informal conversations, attending these places
and events allowed me to gain trust, informally run into my previous respondents,
and meet potential interviewees. On several occasions, I accompanied artists and
other art world actors to an art fair, to museum and gallery openings, and to art
world-related parties. I also had multiple meals with artists, art critics, auction house
employees and other art market participants. They were sometimes part of the interview process, as I was invited for a meal before or after an interview. This was a good
opportunity for further discussions, observations and meeting new people.
My knowledge of Mandarin Chinese and China was a strong advantage
throughout. Being a sinologist who had previously lived, worked and studied in Bei32

jing helped with data collection and interpretation. At the same time, my foreignness
and outsider status in the art world were useful, as I could ask for clarifications. The
complexity of my foreign identity turned out to be beneficial as well. I deliberately
presented myself as a Russian researcher affiliated with a university in the Netherlands. First, I tried to minimise the effect of my identity on interviewees’ responses.
On the one hand, I came from Russia, similar to China when it comes to history, a
lack of “Western norms” and an unsettled developing art market. On the other hand,
I came from the Netherlands, with a drastically different socio-economic context,
uninterrupted contemporary art history and established art market. My interviewees
would perhaps have difficulty to tell what my expectations were. Therefore, although
I could not present my interviewees with a blurred identity like Lamont (1992) did,
my complex identity was also useful.
My affiliation with Russia and the Netherlands also helped me establish a
rapport with a variety of interviewees. Both countries were important for the Chinese art world participants institutionally. Chinese OAOs have counterparts in Russia (Chapter 4). Dutch galleries such as Serieuze Zaken, and museums such as the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam, were among the first to become interested in Chinese
artists in the 1990s, and Dutch individuals such as Hans van Dijk were prominent in
the Chinese art scene early on. Both countries’ artistic traditions were also of importance, with Konstantin Maximov and Vincent van Gogh as major inspirations. My
Russian roots appealed to the interviewees of the older generation, especially those
who worked with oil paintings. My Dutch connection helped me establish rapport
with more internationally oriented actors, especially those who work with more contemporary art.
In addition to interviews and participant observations, this study also relies
on historical and contemporary written materials. These include art critical writings,
research reports (TEFAF reports produced by cultural economist Claire McAndrew,
China Art Market Research Reports produced by the Art Market Research Centre
(AMRC) affliated with the prestigious Central Academy of Fine Arts, and Artprice
market reports), art magazines, and writings by key actors. I also collected artists’
promotional materials, such as booklets and books, catalogues from commercial and
non-commercial exhibitions, auction catalogues, books and reports on the Chinese
art market, art (market) magazines, and other data at Asia Art Archive. These sources were not collected or analysed systematically, but were used as additional sources
and for triangulation.
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CHAPTER OVERVIEW
The chapters were written as separate articles, and can be read independently. The
dissertation starts with investigating the process of market formation (Chapters 2
and 3) and moves on to focus on the workings and perceptions of the emerging market at the time of my fieldwork in 2012–2014 (Chapters 4–6). All chapters address
the diachronic development of the architecture of this market, albeit to a different
extent. The chapters highlight five aspects of market emergence: international travel
and valuation of commodities within and outside an emerging market, the process
of establishment of the main organisational forms in the market, the functions of
pre-existing organisations in an emerging market, the functions of organisations
and valuation institutions in an emerging market, and shared understandings and
perceptions of an emerging market. Together, they enable us to shed light on different market aspects: commodities, organisational forms, practices, and understandings. All articles were set up to understand the relationship with existing contemporary art markets. They investigate travels of artworks, organisational forms and
institutions across countries, similarities and differences with art markets abroad,
and the roles of foreign individuals, organisations and institutions in the Chinese art
market creation. They highlight the diffusion and limits to diffusion of organisational forms and institutions.

Figure 1.5. An artist’s studio in Heiqiao village, Beijing, 2013.
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Figure 1.6. Tang Contemporary Art gallery, Beijing, 2012.

Chapter 2, co-authored with Olav Velthuis, highlights the role of foreign and
local actors and organisations, such as the valuation infrastructure abroad, when
a local market is emerging. It studies assigning value to commodities as a market
emerges. It shows how some Chinese actors entered the transnational field of art
commerce. It focuses on artworks labelled Cynical Realism and Political Pop and tries
to elucidate reasons behind their successful local and global circulation. It reconstructs an “evaluative biography” of these artistic styles from the time when there
was barely an art market in China to the present day. We examined how they were
evaluated by a variety of actors in China and abroad. We argue that their success
was possible first, because of the diffusion of the category of contemporary art and
regime of inspiration associated with it. Second, because different audiences with
complex identities applied their own orders of worth to the works, which was partly
enabled by the polyvalent character of the artworks and by their labels, which were
understood in a number of ways.
Chapter 3 looks at where organisational forms in a nascent market have come
from, which helps understand how some elements of this market were constructed.
It details the mechanisms of how some of the main organisational forms that now
constitute it, and that dominate art markets internationally – commercial galler-
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ies and auction houses – were first established in China in the 1990s. It argues that
they were modelled on organisational forms that existed abroad and were copied by
entrepreneurs in the process of mimetic isomorphism. This chapter discusses the
institutional work required for the establishment of these organisations. It draws attention to the differences between Chinese and foreign art markets contexts, which
had an impact on the isomorphic process and its results. It also highlights the role
of individual agency, including the role of foreign nationals, in the establishment of
organisations.
Chapter 4, co-authored with Nataliya Komarova and Olav Velthuis, shifts
the focus to the present-day organisational set-up and market practices. It looks at
the role played by local pre-existing organisations in emerging markets. It investigates why such organisations persist even when the institutional environment has
changed. It focuses on Chinese (and Russian) OAOs, absent in Europe and the USA,
which are mostly associated with more traditional art forms, and explains why they
did not disintegrate with the emergence of the art market. It argues that, due to
path dependency and institutional complementarities with the state bureaucracy,
the Chinese organisations proved not only resilient, but also highly influential in
the market. This chapter draws attention to differences between art market systems
across the world and suggests that “varieties of capitalism” may be found across art
markets.
Chapter 5 looks at market behaviours and practices. Valuation institutions
are necessary for markets to emerge, and this chapter seeks to contribute to understanding how valuation happens in new markets. While Chapter 2 looks at valuation of particular commodities in and outside China’s borders over time, this chapter
looks at the valuation practices in China in the present. It aims to solve an empirical puzzle why new artworks and unestablished artists are auctioned in China, a
practice considered illegitimate in art markets elsewhere. It points to similarities in
organisational structures of art markets in China and abroad, but differences in concrete practices associated with them. It argues that auctions are used as so-called
“judgment devices” to establish and judge value because the market is new and lacks
trusted valorising structures and experienced buyers. This chapter shows how value
is constructed and judged in an emerging market. It highlights that in new markets,
value uncertainty may be resolved differently than in established markets. Differences may be temporary and contingent on the institutional environment.
Chapter 6 focuses on shared understandings about an emerging market overall, including its actors and practices. It asks: how do the Chinese contemporary art
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market participants make sense of the development of their new market? This chapter suggests a novel approach to studying markets through metaphor. Unlike other
sociological studies of market emergence, it focuses on emic perceptions and their
consequences for actions in an emerging peripheral market. By analysing a guiding
conceptual metaphor for the contemporary art market in China, it investigates how
the market actors make sense of their market and its global position. The market is
conceptualised as an organism and juxtaposed with “mature” Western markets. This
metaphor enables China’s market actors to justify illegitimate behaviours, renders
the market participants passive, and inspires them to act as learners and educators.
It enables them to imagine the market’s future, both resembling and diverging from
older markets. This chapter suggests theorizing non-agentic elements of market construction. It discusses how globalisation is perceived by actors of a peripheral market,
and suggests that this peripheral market’s participants do not self-orientalise. I call
for studying emic understandings in other developing markets.
Chapter 7 presents my conclusions. I argue that links with foreign markets,
individuals, organisations and institutions are central for understanding this emerging art market. I explain how the Chinese art market has been emerging in the transnational field of art commerce, and discuss the process of institutional diffusion and
its limits. Finally, I summarise what I learned about market emergence more generally by spending time with artists, art dealers, collectors and other members of the
contemporary art world in China.
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2. An Evaluative Biography of Cynical
Realism and Political Pop
On April 2nd, 2012, at Sotheby’s in Hong Kong, “1993.4”, a large canvas by the Chinese artist Fang Lijun sold for 3.7 million USD (Sotheby’s 2012a). In the forefront of
this canvas is a couple, another five figures are grouped in the lower right corner in
the background. All the men are bald and look both mischievous and bored, a type
of protagonist that Fang Lijun has used since his graduation project at the Chinese
Academy of Fine Arts in 1988–1989 and that became part of his signature style (Figure 2.1).
“1993.4” had travelled long distances before its sale at Sotheby’s. It was created by the artist in Yuanmingyuan, an artists’ village on the outskirts of Beijing in
1993, as part of a series of six canvases designated for that year’s Venice Biennale.
The 1993 edition of the Biennale, arguably the world’s most prestigious art event,
and widely considered as the best launch pad for a contemporary artist’s international career, was the first in which Chinese artists had participated. The year before,
Francesca Dal Lago, an Italian art historian, who at the time was a cultural attaché
of the Italian Embassy in Beijing, had convinced Biennale-director Achille Bonito
Oliva to come to China. Subsequently, together with the revered Chinese art critic Li
Xianting, Dal Lago had prepared a list of artists for Bonito Oliva to investigate. Fang
Lijun was one of them. He ended up being selected by the Biennale director.
In the spring of 1993, the painting was transported, together with dozens of
other works by Chinese artists, to Venice. Due to the lack of space, however, another
work – only one of the six paintings – was exhibited. Later on, a European collector
purchased “1993.4” directly from the artist, and then passed it on to another European collector (Sotheby’s 2012a). In turn, this collector, characterised as “important”
by Sotheby’s, sold the work about 19 years after its creation for the aforementioned
amount in Hong Kong, where it was acquired by a Shanghai private museum (Art
Radar Journal 2012).
During the travels of the canvas, its worth was assessed and justified by
many people, beginning with the artist himself and his companions who frequented
his studio, by Li Xianting, Achille Bonito Oliva and the organisers of the Venice Biennale, the two European buyers, one of whom purchased the work at the beginning
of Fang Lijun’s international career and the other when it was developing further, by
the auction officials of Sotheby’s Hong Kong who accepted the work for their auction
and subsequently had to come up with a price estimate for it, as well as its current
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owner when they bought it in 2012. Moreover, potential buyers at Fang Lijun’s studio
in Yuanmingyuan, visitors to the European collectors’ premises, and scores of anonymous spectators and prospective bidders at auction previews, assessed its worth as
well. The spatio-temporal unfolding of these valuations, sometimes coherent, often
contradictory, some provoked by previous valuations, others relatively independent,
some superficial, others in depth, some produced by laymen, others by experts, some
valorising the work (i.e. attaching value to it), others eroding its value, is what we call
an evaluative biography.9

Figure 2.1. Fang Lijun, 1993.4, 1993. Acrylic on canvas, 180x230 cm. Image courtesy of Springs
Center of Art.

9

Our project bears resemblances to what Appadurai (1986) calls the “social life of things” and reminds us of what Kopytoff (1986) calls a thing’s biography. But whereas biographies in Kopytoff’s
sense are encompassing, describing the social and cultural contexts in which an object circulates
and the way a thing gets commodified and de-commodified, our biography focuses on valuations
and their justifications.
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In this paper, we reconstruct the evaluative biography of a style with which
Fang Lijun has been associated – Cynical Realism – and its sister-style, Political Pop.
Artists affiliated with these two styles have been extremely successful, both artistically and commercially (Lü 2010). Moreover, they were probably the first two contemporary Chinese styles to become recognised among audiences in Europe and the
USA. By reconstructing this biography, we seek to understand the reasons for their
success, and for their wide, global recognition.
Throughout its development in the last 30 years, the Chinese contemporary
art scene has been complex and has gone way beyond the several iconic styles such
as Cynical Realism and Political Pop. While recognizing the intricacies of Chinese
contemporary art, we focus on these movements because of their eventful biography
and manifest presence in different discourses about Chinese contemporary art, both
in China and abroad.
We study the two styles together because of their similar evaluative biographies; indeed, they have often been evaluated together (e.g., Li 2010; Hou 1994).
However, the biography that we reconstruct is not completely unique to Cynical Realism and Political Pop. It also partly pertains to successful artists of roughly the
same generation born around 1960, such as Zhang Xiaogang. On the other hand, for
reasons that go beyond this paper’s scope, some artists who were initially identified
as Cynical Realist or Political Pop artists, never became household names and thus
do not fully share the evaluative biography that we present.
REGIMES OF JUSTIFICATION
We draw on the work of Luc Boltanski and Laurent Thévenot in order to make sense of
this evaluative biography (Boltanski and Thévenot 2006). Their framework provides
the tools to study the particularly rich, complex, contradictory evaluative biographies of art movements (see Ten Eyck and Busch 2012 for a previous application to
art criticism). Indeed, Boltanski and Thévenot’s understanding of worth as “a site of
tensions, risk, and uncertainty, which requires continuing reconstruction and reenactment of agreements” (Lamont 2012: 208) seems particularly apt for the intricate
taste-making machinery of the art world. Moreover, the arguments which various
actors, Chinese, foreign, and those with mixed identities, have used in order to justify their decisions to give attention to artists working in the styles of Cynical Realism
and Political Pop, to buy their works, to select them for a public exhibition, or to do
the very opposite (to ignore, reject or to criticise them), can be located in at least five
of the worlds which Boltanski and Thévenot have identified: (1) the inspired world,
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where a work’s worth is justified because of the artist’s uncompromising creativity;
(2) the civic world, where the value of art is seen in political terms, as an attempt to
come to terms with China’s repressive political regime; (3) the world of the market,
where works are auctioned and worth is predominantly talked about in dollar prices and justified by referring to their scarcity or their expected financial return; (4)
the world of renown, where artists are concerned about their reputations and buyers
boast about their acquisitions of art for the status it may confer upon them; and (5)
the industrial world, where artists’ studios are compared to efficient art factories.
Before we can apply Boltanski and Thévenot to the biography of Cynical Realism and Political Pop, however, some specifications, reservations and additions
need to be made. First of all, while the justifications that figure in Boltanski and
Thévenot’s work are typically studied synchronically, when looking at the evaluative biography of Cynical Realism and Political Pop it makes sense to consider how
justifications emerge diachronically. Related to this, we find that one actor’s valuation of Cynical Realism and Political Pop strongly depends not only on the particular
context in which a valuation is made, but also on preceding valuations by others. For
instance, the negative valuations of Cynical Realism and Political Pop, which have
been widespread in recent years, cannot be understood without taking into account
the earlier positive valuations of curators and buyers, the changing position of the
Chinese government, and the steep rise of the Chinese art market in the first decade
of the 2000s.
The pattern we find resembles mediation processes that exist in Western
modern and contemporary art, where the worth of a style is recognised in ever widening circles, starting with peers, followed by critics and curators, then by market
actors and finally the general public (see e.g. Bowness 1990). As Nathalie Heinich has
argued, the work of these intermediaries (critics, curators, dealers, auctioneers etc.)
is key to the field of contemporary art: without it “no installation, performance or
contemporary painting could move successfully from the artist’s studio (or mind) to
a public place, let alone to any private home” (Heinich 2012: 701).
In the case of Cynical Realism and Political Pop, the intermediation was not
only necessary to move a work from one institutional world to another, but more importantly to move it spatially, from one art world to another. It enabled works of art
created in the Chinese art scene, which had for decades been sealed off from most of
the rest of the world, to circulate in Europe and the USA.
Our argument is that two factors have been particularly important in enabling the cross-boundary circulation of the two styles. First, all actors embraced a
regime of inspiration. Both Euro-American and Chinese audiences saw the two styles
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in terms of what Heinich has called “personalization”, according to which the artist’s
work and his life are deeply entangled and cannot be separated (Heinich 2009). Cynical Realism, in particular, was viewed as an expression of the artist’s character.
Second, the cross-border circulation and success of the two styles was enabled by dissonance (cf. Stark 2009): crucial differences exist in the way the worth
of these two movements has been assessed. We find, for instance, that European
and American actors tend to justify the worth of Cynical Realism and Political Pop
in terms of political dissidence, whereas Chinese actors are wary of such justifications. Although geography is not necessarily a factor here, it is a proxy for intimate
knowledge of and familiarity with the socio-economic and cultural context in which
Chinese contemporary art is produced. This knowledge and familiarity, which, apart
from native Chinese actors, foreigners who have resided in China or Hong Kong are
likely to have at their disposal, matters for the way the worth (or the worthlessness!)
of Cynical Realism and Political Pop are justified.
This dissonance among valuations, which resulted from the use of different,
frequently conflicting orders of worth, did not harm the artistic and commercial trajectory of either style. While some Chinese art critics complained that the foreign
audiences “misunderstood” Cynical Realism and Political Pop, we argue that this
very misunderstanding enabled the two styles to move from one geographical world
to another. In other words, the eventual commercial and artistic success stems from
a combination of shared understandings and misunderstandings among the styles’
various audiences.
METHOD
In order to reconstruct the evaluative biography, we primarily study texts from the
early 1990s onwards until the early 2010s by a wide range of people who have been
(semi)professionally engaged in evaluating Cynical Realism and Political Pop. We
supplement the analysis of texts with interviews and participant observations conducted in China and the Netherlands during the period 2012-2013 in the framework
of a larger research project on the globalization of art markets. We use texts and interviews because alternative historical data, which are necessary for the reconstruction of an evaluative biography, are simply not available. The advantage of historical
texts is that they provide more reliable accounts of the way actors justified the worth
of art in the past, because such accounts are not constructed a posteriori.
The method we choose obviously comes with strong biases. Some valuations
(such as those of art critics) are easier to locate than others; other valuations, such
as the way an art collector evaluates their acquisitions or a member of the public
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evaluates a painting at an exhibition, may be encountered “in the wild”, but may
not be documented. Some valuations are impossible to publish, even if they exist.
For instance, positive valuations, praising “unofficial” or “avant-garde art”10 for it
political critique, could not easily be published in mainland China in the 1990s.
Another objection against our method may be that, given the visual qualities
of the object whose value is being assessed, discursive data do not suffice. Instead,
more detailed, micro-level observations of the in-situ interactions between actor and
object could be seen as sine qua non for an evaluative biography. Our analysis, however, shows that actors justify the worth of these artworks by means of a wide variety
of valuation techniques, of which in-situ viewing of the work is only one. Actors frequently do not refer to their interactions with the works of art, but for instance, to interactions with the work’s makers, their inferences of the artist’s state of mind when
they created the work or their assessment of the artist’s lifestyle (Heinich 2009). The
selection process for the Venice Biennale of 1993, where the international career of
Fang Lijun and fellow Cynical Realist and Political Pop artists would be launched,
is a case in point. Bonito Oliva, whose knowledge of contemporary Chinese art was
limited in those days, stated that the main criterion he used was “the conversations”
he had with the artists during his visit to China in 1992 (Sotheby’s 2012b).
“A PASSION FOR THE WEST ”: LOOKING FOR NEW ARTISTIC
DIREC TIONS IN POST-MAO CHINA
Until the late 1970s, apart from traditional Chinese painting and calligraphy, Chinese
art was dominated by socialist realism. Under Mao, art was meant to serve the people, and functioned predominately as a propaganda tool (Andrews 2008; Kraus 2004;
Lü 2010). After Mao’s death and in the slipstream of Deng Xiaoping’s Open Door Policy, the stronghold of the government on Chinese art loosened (Andrews 2008). This
allowed a Chinese contemporary art scene to develop. One important contribution to
this scene was new possibilities to learn about, and, to a limited extent, see modern
and contemporary art created in Europe and the USA (Sullivan 1999). Although training in Soviet style socialist realism still prevailed in Chinese arts schools, gradually
throughout the 1980s, materials concerning, among other things, Impressionism and
Expressionism, became available in libraries and bookstores. Artists devoured and
were inspired by them, and many of those who would later be classified as Cynical
Realist or Political Pop artists were no exceptions.
Li Xianting characterises this period as “a passion for the West”. “From the
10

Terms such as “avant-garde” art are contested in the Chinese context, for discussion see e.g.,
Wu 2000: 11.
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late 1970s through the mid-1990s, Chinese art was open to the West in terms of art
history; in each period, you could find links with Western art history” (Li 2007).
The dynamic atmosphere which resulted from the cultural relaxation, manifested itself among other things in the so-called ’85 New Wave Movement (Sullivan
1999). Dozens of artists’ groups from different parts of the country, in the absence of
an infrastructure of contemporary art galleries and museums, organised exhibitions
on their own.
In February 1989, only months before the tragedy of Tiananmen Square,
many of the artists exhibited at the China/Avant-Garde exhibition (Figure 2.2), the
first show of contemporary art held at an official art space – the National Art Gallery
in Beijing (Andrews 2008; Lü 2010). The exhibition was shut down temporarily by the
government after two artists enacted a performance in which gunshots were fired at
a work of art on the opening day. Only slightly more than three months later, the Tiananmen massacre took place. In its aftermath, the sphere of optimism, idealism and
engagement that had characterised the 1980s waned. Young artists like Fang Lijun,
who graduated from art academies at the time, were disillusioned.
Some of these young artists, born around 1960, went to live together in Yuanmingyuan (Lü 2010). Those who made oil paintings used a visual language that
was vaguely reminiscent of European and American contemporary art. Some of them
made more-or-less evident references to the Mao era. The work of some of these artists was soon referred to as being part of new movements, which Li Xianting called
Cynical Realism and Political Pop. Introducing an exhibition of Fang Lijun and Liu
Wei (1992), Li Xianting wrote: “I call the neo-realistic trend that emerged after 1988
or 1989, and that concentrated mainly in Beijing as Cynical Realism; “cynical” is an
English word, and we take up its connotations of ridicule, sarcasm and cold views on
reality and life” (Artspeak China). In a different essay, Li presented Political Pop as a
“twin brother” of Cynical Realism in terms of their “focus on apathy” (Li 2010: 164).
The artists reportedly lived in abject poverty, without any means to exhibit, let alone
sell their work (Figure 2.3). But that would soon change.
MAKING ART IN A ME ANINGLESS WORLD
Two figures were fundamental for establishing Cynical Realism and Political Pop:
first of all, the Hong Kong art dealer Johnson Chang (Chang Tsong-zung), owner of
one of the pioneering galleries for contemporary Chinese art who had been following
the local art scene since the 1980s. The location of Chang’s gallery was significant:
contemporary art that was not welcome on the mainland could easily be exhibited
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Figure 2.2. Wang Youshen. Sample 8 - China Avant-Garde, 1989. Image courtesy of Asia Art Archive.

and sold in Hong Kong. At the same time, Hong Kong was close enough to mainland
China for Chang to develop and maintain dense ties with artists and intellectuals,
which are prerequisite for the promotion of new contemporary art (Velthuis 2013).
Moreover, Chang, who was educated in the USA, had a strong international network,
and managed to arrange exhibitions in various countries.
Early on he teamed up with another person who would turn out to play a crucial role in establishing Cynical Realism and Political Pop: Li Xianting, also known
as the “godfather” of Chinese contemporary art. Li had known Fang Lijun since the
1980s (they grew up in the same village and had studied art at the same Children’s
Palace11) and was friends with some other Cynical Realist and Political Pop artists
(Smith 2008). This close friendship with the critic would launch and would last
throughout Fang Lijun’s dazzling artistic career.
In 1989, when Fang Lijun was still studying at the country’s most prestigious
art academy, the Central Academy of Fine Arts, Li Xianting selected him for the famous China/Avant-Garde exhibition in Beijing, which provided early legitimation of

11

Children’s Palaces are centers where children engage in extra-curricular activities, for example,
learning music, art or sports.
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Figure 2.3. Fang Lijun’s studio in Yuanmingyuan, 1993. Image courtesy of Xu Zhiwei.

his work. In the years to follow, Fang Lijun and other artists would discuss new work
with Li and frequently meet up at his house. In 1993, Chang and Li put together the
first important show of Chinese art after the 1989 Tiananmen massacre, China’s New
Art, Post-1989. It featured, among others, artworks labelled as Political Pop and Cynical Realism, and included works by Fang Lijun. Both Chang and Li used their networks to increase exposure for the artists, attracting, among others, foreign curators
and collectors to their studios. As a journalist for the New York Times characterised Li
Xianting’s role: “though he is a fine writer and curator, his main role is to guide artists gently into their own powerful history” (Solomon 1993). For instance, all fourteen artists, which Bonito Oliva selected for the 1993 Biennale with Li Xianting’s
assistance, were associated with Political Pop and Cynical Realism. Moreover, when
the famous British artist duo Gilbert & George had a solo show in Beijing in 1993, the
large group of Western art critics and dealers, who had been invited to “follow” them
to China, were taken on a tour of the Beijing contemporary art scene. This tour included, among others, talks with Li Xianting and a visit to Fang Lijun’s studio. Here,
lasting contacts were established.
How did Chang and Li account for the worth of the Cynical Realist and Political Pop artists? Why did they decide to organise a show partly dedicated to them
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and alert foreigners to their work? First of all, and, importantly, given the contrast
with future valuations of Cynical Realism and Political Pop in Europe and the USA, Li
Xianting praised the artists for turning their backs on politics and society. In doing
so, he contrasted Cynical Realism and Political Pop with the idealism and optimism
of art movements in the 1980s. This art represented a “collective psychological state
of loss and apathy” in the aftermath of the Tiananmen massacre (Li 2010: 162). After
the crackdown, it became clear that “art no longer possesses a sacred social function”, which led artists to turn towards “introversion and self-mockery” (Li 2010:
159-161). Li continued: “Their roguish humor and apathy means meaninglessness.
[...] Since the real world is meaningless, one need not treat it seriously, which is the
essential rationale behind the rogue artists’ cynical and mischievous style” (Li 2010:
159). Similarly to Li’s seminal article, in the catalogue of the China’s New Art, Post1989 exhibition, Chang claimed that “younger artists” were “free of the idealistic
commitments which had charged their seniors” (Chang 1993: 1).
Second, they positioned them in recent Chinese art history, and related them
to the developments which had started in the 1980s and had come to a standstill in
1989. With Cynical Realism and Political Pop, the suggestion seemed to be, Chinese
art history was moving again. In the first article introducing the two styles, the first
draft of which was published in Hong Kong, and the final version, in mainland China,
Li Xianting (Li 2010: 165) concluded: “The emergence of Political Pop marked a significant turning point in modern Chinese art history”.
Third, they specified the worth of these styles in spatial terms. If the 1980s
artists had found inspiration in Western art history and intellectual thought, drawing on, among others, Freud, Nietzsche, Sartre or Camus, from the 1990s onwards
“people started to question the idealistic belief that Western modern intellectual history could be utilised to rescue and reconstruct Chinese culture” (Li 2010: 158).12 Li
Xianting saw Political Pop in particular as a “milestone” because it indicated “the
starting point of Chinese modern art in a direction of its own choosing”, away from
“the close attention paid to Western modern ideas and art” (Li 2010: 165).
INTERNATIONAL RECOGNITION
Li Xianting’s and Johnson Chang’s promotional activities of the Cynical Realist and
Political Pop artists did not go unnoticed abroad. In 1993, Fang Lijun not only showed
at the Venice Biennale but also at the prestigious Marlborough gallery in London,
12

In the catalogue of the Hong Kong exhibition, Li repeated this argument, but also acknowledged
that these artists were still “perfectly willing to learn whatever they can from Western artists such
as Lucian Freud and Balthus” (Li 1993: xx).
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whose director, Gilbert Lloyd, was a friend of Chang’s. Lloyd’s interest had been
triggered by an exhibition of Political Pop, organised by Chang at the 1992 Art Asia
fair in Hong Kong (Li Xianting wrote an essay for the catalogue). In 1994, Chang curated a section of the São Paolo Biennale, at the time the world’s second most important art biennale, and showed Cynical Realism and Political Pop there. Li and Chang’s
joint exhibition China’s New Art, Post-1989 travelled to Australia, Canada, and the
USA, and was in 1995 exhibited at the next edition of the Venice Biennale. Adding to
his fame among a wide, lay audience, Fang Lijun’s painting Series 2, No.2 (1991-1992),
or “Howl”, featured on the cover of New York Times Magazine in 1993 (Figure 2.4). In
1999, the new director of the Venice Biennale, Harald Szeemann, once again invited a large group of Chinese contemporary artists, including Fang Lijun. Many other
commercial and non-commercial exhibitions in Europe and the USA would follow.
The foreign critics, dealers and curators frequently did not make the selection of these artists themselves, but again relied on Chang and Li. Given their lack
of knowledge of the local Chinese art scene, and the novelty of the work, this may
hardly be surprising. Using the terms of the French sociologist Lucien Karpik, these
curators reduced their cognitive deficit of the quality of Chinese contemporary art by
relying on the judgement device of social networks (Karpik 2010: 183-187). Indeed, in
almost all peripheral art scenes that are in the process of integrating into the global system, equivalents of Chang and Li can be identified. It has become a common
global art world practice for international curators to depend on conduits who have
detailed knowledge of the local art scene and who are able to introduce them quickly
to upcoming artists (Bydler 2004).
But while foreign-based dealers, critics, curators and journalists frequently
adopted their selection of artists from their Chinese counterparts, they mostly interpreted artworks differently. The way they saw the worth of these works diverges in at
least two respects. First of all, where Li and Chang emphasised the emotional qualities of the work, and its cynical, apathetic stance towards the post-Tiananmen China,
foreign-based actors saw it mostly in ideological terms, as politicised art which was
socially engaged, and tried to come to terms, albeit in subtle ways, with the prevailing government censorship and repression (Wang 2009).
Take the title of one of the first foreign feature stories on the Chinese contemporary art scene, published in 1993 in the New York Times: “Their Irony, Humor (and
Art) Can Save China”. The article was written by Andrew Solomon, a foreign journalist
who had previously covered the emergence of the post-Soviet contemporary art market (Solomon 1991). Although Solomon rejected the simplistic reading of Chinese
contemporary art by Westerners as a quest for democracy, he emphasised the artists’
48

Figure 2.4. Fang Lijun, Series 2-Number 2, 1992. Oil on canvas, 200x200 cm.
Image courtesy of Springs Center of Art.

civic engagement and close connection with society. For example, he wrote how artists, including Fang Lijun, signed a petition in favour of a fellow artist who had been
beaten up by the police and how their works were “like cries for help” (Solomon 1993).
Other foreign journalists outside China went further than Solomon. They framed
Cynical Realist and Political Pop artists as active “dissidents” and mentioned that Li
Xianting “is forbidden to publish inside China” (Burton 1993; Peretie 1994). In a 1993
article in Time magazine, the image of a painting from the “Great Criticism” series by
Political Pop artist Wang Guangyi featuring soldiers in an expressive revolutionary
pose next to the article’s title “China’s New Vanguard” underscored the anti-government reading of these works (Figure 2.5). In the foreign press, the works were characterised as, for instance, “a small but impressive selection of dissident contemporary
art” (Heathcote 1993). Journalists emphasised that the artists had been “subjected to
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censorship and exile for their efforts” and constituted a “pro-democracy movement”
(Burton 1993). They called Fang Lijun’s art works “subversive” (Heathcote 1993). The
fact that Cynical Realism and Political Pop would not and could not be exhibited at
home made it additionally interesting for foreign audiences (cf. Barmé 1996; de Kloet
2010a; Kraus 2004). In contrast to these journalistic accounts, we do not find such
direct references to “dissidence” in Li and Chang’s essays.13
The second difference between “local” and “foreign” justifications concerns
the way Cynical Realism and Political Pop have been positioned in recent art history.
Where Chang and Li juxtaposed the movements with the idealism and optimism of
Chinese contemporary art of the 1980s, and with official or traditional Chinese art,
many foreign commentators were oblivious to, or ignorant of, other Chinese contemporary art. And where Li Xianting saw Cynical Realism and Political Pop as a turn
away from Western art and intellectual history, and as the “starting point of Chinese
modern art in a direction of its own choosing” (Li 2010), foreign commentators saw
the movements as a reconciliation of two artistic traditions – oriental and occidental. They drew parallels with Western Pop Art, referring to some Chinese artists as
the “Chinese Warhol” (Berkhout 2007). At the same time, however, as a critic for the
London Times phrased it, they emphasised that “the cultural origins of these exiles
still show through” (Cork 1993). As Cynical Realism and Political Pop were among
the first contemporary Chinese artworks shown outside China and Hong Kong, this
made them especially attractive for audiences who were unfamiliar with them. In
short, for “Western” audiences, Cynical Realism and Political Pop struck the right
balance between exoticism on the one hand (making it new) and familiarity on the
other (rendering it understandable). This was a high art instance of creolism, where,
to paraphrase Ulf Hannerz, the mixing of different local traditions within a global ecumene resulted in novelty and diversity, which proved to work well for foreign
audiences (Hannerz 1992; cf. de Vaan et al. 2015). Cynical Realism and Political Pop
were also seen by some foreigners as representing, or at least offering a glimpse of,
the “real” unfamiliar China.
Li Xianting facilitated this creole interpretation of the two movements
through the labels he had chosen: Cynical Realism and Political Pop prompted foreign audiences to relate these peculiar Chinese movements to their own canon. As a
reporter who followed Gilbert & George during their visit to China noted: the labels
“might have sounded familiar even to the professional art aficionados that accompanied the two artists to Peking” (Quinn 1993). Grouping the artists and their artworks
13

This cannot be explained by censorship – some of the texts were published in Hong Kong, which
was under British rule at the time.
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into two clearly defined movements also made them more recognisable and easier to
promote and remember.

Figure 2.5. Wang Guangyi, Great Criticism-McDonald’s, 1992. Oil on canvas, 120x150 cm.
Image courtesy of Wang Guangyi Studio.
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COMMERCIAL SUCCESS IN CHINA AND ABROAD
The international recognition for Cynical Realism and Political Pop was partially accompanied by, and to a greater extent followed by, commercial success. From the
beginning, some Western collectors had taken an interest in this work. Usually, they
were businessmen or diplomats working in or frequently visiting China, such as the
Swiss Uli Sigg and the Belgian couple Guy and Myriam Ullens. By the mid-1990s, the
work of some artists originally associated with Political Pop and Cynical Realism was
selling for four-digit sums; ten years later this had shot up to five, six digits and in the
case of Fang Lijun and Yue Minjun seven-digit sums.
The works of art, once created under shabby circumstances, now circulated
in the international auction circuit and in the prestigious private gallery spaces of
powerful European and American art dealers such as Max Protetch (Fang Lijun) and
the Pace Gallery (Wang Guangyi, Liu Wei). In those imposing, white cube spaces,
devoid of references to commerce, the world’s most influential collectors, such as
the former advertising mogul Charles Saatchi, would take an interest in their work.
Coinciding with an overall boom in the Chinese contemporary art market, which
started around 2005, Cynical Realism and Political Pop now appeared in newspaper
articles, which focused not on the work itself, but on the multimillion dollar prices
they achieved at auctions (see Pollack 2010). Investment funds and investment consultancy firms started assessing these styles in terms of their potential return on
investment, using the format of analyst reports, indexes and charts which are also
common to the valuation of financial products (ArtTactic 2007; see also Velthuis and
Coslor 2012).
In these new, highly commercial valuation settings where Cynical Realism and
Political Pop started turning up, their worth was to some extent justified in financial
or market terms. For instance, the auction catalogue entry for Fang Lijun’s “1993.4”
mentions that “two or three works in this series were lost during their return from the
event. 1993 No. 4 is a rare survival”, implying that the painting’s high worth is justified by scarcity (Sotheby’s 2012a). Moreover, one of the first pieces of information that
is provided after factual information such as the lot number, the work’s title and size
and the name of the artist, is the estimate of the sales price: $2.3–3.2 million (see also
Herrero 2010). Locating the work in what Veblen called pecuniary canons of taste, the
(expected) price itself was now a justification of the work’s worth (cf. Velthuis 2005).
Some of the collectors we interviewed did the same when they referred to current
auction prices in order to account for the worth of artworks hanging in their homes.
Remarkably, however, other regimes were mostly used in market settings
to justify the worth of both movements. Collectors would refer to Cynical Realism
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and Political Pop’s “historic importance” and artistic “quality”, which has been recognised by true art lovers, unlike other Chinese contemporary artists, who lack such
a “real base” of collectors and art lovers, and who are instead favoured by speculators
(interview, the Netherlands, 2012). Auction catalogue as well as gallery exhibition
texts make this recognition explicit by compiling a detailed curriculum vitae of the
artists (e.g., the places where the works have been exhibited or the art critical texts
in which they were mentioned). In the 2000s, the works’ worth was also increasingly
justified in social terms, by referring to owners of other examples of Cynical Realism
and Political Pop. They now became status goods, in particular for the nouveaux
riches in China, who, we were told by the Chinese art world participants, felt like they
had to have a Fang Lijun or a Wang Guangyi on their walls if people in their social
circle had them as well (informal conversations, Beijing, 2012-2013).
In the slipstream of its international recognition and commercial success,
the Chinese government started embracing “avant-garde art”. In the days of their
emergence, the early 1990s, Cynical Realist and Political Pop artists were unable to
exhibit their work in official exhibition spaces because of its potentially subversive
meanings (Boucher 2009; Sullivan 1999: 718). But Chinese authorities did allow foreigners to visit the artist’s studios, export the works out of the country, and let the
artists themselves travel out of the country to attend the openings of museum and
gallery shows. The term “dissident”, which was used in the foreign press to characterise these artists was, in other words, hardly accurate.
From the late 1990s onwards, after the works had already achieved international recognition, the Chinese government changed its stance and started seeing
the “avant-garde” as a soft power tool: through accepting and promoting “avant-garde” art, the Chinese authorities could show an enlightened image of themselves to
foreign countries (Nye 2004; cf. Pi 2005). The interest by the Chinese government
in contemporary art became manifest when the Shanghai Biennale (curated by Hou
Hanru) included international artists and curators for the first time in 2000, and
when China organised its own national pavilion at the Venice Biennale in 2003
(Wang 2009). Fang Lijun and others are now courted by government officials (such
as those from China’s powerful National Development and Reform Commission –
participant observation, Beijing, 2013), and have become affiliated with the Chinese
official art system organisations, such as research and educational art academies
(Kharchenkova et al. 2015). To some extent, they have become incorporated into the
establishment. But despite the fact that the Chinese government now works with
these artists, outside China, some continue to see their art in critical, anti-government terms (e.g., Lankarani 2012). One reason could be that these commentators
53

extrapolate the government’s hostile treatment of Ai Weiwei, arguably the country’s
only truly dissident artist, to the contemporary Chinese art scene in its entirety.
CRITICAL VOICES
Alongside the praise, the commercial success and the eventual acceptance by the
government, both in China and abroad, there were critical voices, usually of art critics, who disputed both the artworks’ authentic, original character and their political
engagement. For instance, Meg Maggio, a prominent pioneer dealer of Chinese contemporary art, and arts writer and curator, wrote in her review of China’s New Art,
Post-1989 exhibition that Political Pop art is not innovative but rather a simplistic
combination of communist and capitalist propaganda (Maggio 1993). Maggio, American by origin, had by that time been living in Beijing and Hong Kong for seven years.
By comparing the content of this art with T-shirts sold to tourists in Moscow, she
implied that this art did not reflect Chinese reality and had no serious ambition to
challenge the political regime. Instead, Political Pop was grounded in “Mao craze”
(cf. Barmé 1996).
Chinese art critics who, like Meg Maggio, were intimately familiar with the
Chinese art scene and Chinese society, also lamented the abundance of attention
the artworks were getting. Art critics such as Hou Hanru and Wang Lin expressed
their discontent with “Westerners” for appropriating the discourse on Chinese
contemporary art; to make things worse, in the Chinese critics’ eyes, “Westerners” misunderstood the message or saw Chinese art through the wrong – i.e. political – lens. As Hou (1994), who moved from Beijing to France in 1990, put it,
the “Western” art media “concentrate their energies and interests on revealing
how “unofficial” artists suffer from political pressure in the country, as if the significance of both artists and work can only be found in ideological struggles”. In
his piece “Oliva is not the Saviour of Chinese Art (1993)” Wang Lin likewise reproached the Venice Biennale director for selecting the art on the wrong, ideological grounds: “The limitations of Oliva’s selections are not only due to the contingent and opportunistic nature of his engagement with avant-garde Chinese art,
but are also located in the covert Eurocentrism concealed in his standards of evaluation” (Wang 2010: 366-367). Both Hou and Wang detested the exotisising and
“othering” of Chinese art and artists by “Western” art critics, curators and press.
Some art critics continued to reject Cynical Realism and Political Pop also
after they achieved resounding success. One of the most vocal detractors is Gao Minglu, an influential art critic, art historian and curator, who was one of the organisers
of the China/Avant-Garde exhibition in 1989. After moving to the USA from China
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in 1991, in the late 1990s Gao curated Inside Out: New Chinese Art, one of the major
overviews of contemporary Chinese art touring in the USA. His critique of Cynical
Realism and Political Pop followed from their – in his eyes – lack of societal engagement and “sense of social and moral responsibility” (Gao 2012: 218). Moreover, Gao
claimed that these artists lack sincerity and innocence and are neither critical, nor
self-critical. In response to the successes of Political Pop abroad, Wang Hui argued
likewise that this movement “has nothing politically incisive to say within the contemporary PRC political context. Rather, it only serves as a basis for Westerners to
manufacture an imaginary connection to these Chinese revolutions [Cultural Revolution and Mao Zedong’s revolution]” (Wang 1998: 247). Likewise, art critic and dealer Pi Li dismisses this art (and its makers) as overly “export-oriented” (Pi 2005).
One of the ways in which the worth of these movements was discredited was
by referring to the lifestyles of their makers. Chinese contemporary art, according to
Gao, “became increasingly devoid of content, stylised and fashion driven” (Gao 2012:
211; see also Pi 2005). In an earlier piece, he responded to Solomon’s New York Times
article (1993), discussed above, in the following way: “a visitor to this revolutionary
artist might have been surprised to find him ensconced in a large house in Beijing
with a beautiful garden and a big gate between him and the little people […] this
particular artist has been passionately engaged in creating and participating in a
consumer culture…” (Gao 1998a: 37).14 Texts would start mentioning that Fang Lijun
lived in a penthouse, drove an Audi A6 (like Wang Guangyi) and operated several
restaurants (Smith 2008: 135).
Cynical Realism and Political Pop also got criticised for being repetitive and
mass produced. As some artists became more famous and allegedly started hiring
assistants to create their paintings in larger quantities – a practice often seen as
illegitimate – other people started taking this into account when assessing their art
(e.g., Honigman 2007).
But for reasons which go beyond the scope of this paper, these critical opinions, whether voiced in the early 1990s or more recently, did not have significant impact on the overall recognition of Cynical Realism and Political Pop: they were hardly
listened to, let alone responded to.
14

It is possible that Gao’s justification of the worthlessness of Cynical Realism and Political Pop is
grounded in his own agenda. Gao Minglu coined the term “Apartment Art” to refer to, in his view,
the less commercial artworks created by other artists after the Chinese experimental art movement split into two (Cynical Realism/Political Pop and Apartment Art) in the aftermath of the
1989 massacre. Gao constructs the value of “Apartment Art” by juxtaposing it with Cynical Realism
and Political Pop.

55

CONCLUSION
In the contemporary Chinese art world, Cynical Realist and Political Pop artists are
among those who enjoy prestige as they were the pioneers who, for the first time, got
international recognition after the Mao period. With them, the international success
of Chinese contemporary art and the emergence of a market for contemporary art in
China were initiated. These artists, who were described as rogues and outcasts only
about two decades ago, are now respected and referred to as “teachers” or “masters”
(laoshi). Most in the Chinese art world recognise that it will be impossible for the new
generations of artists to replicate their resounding aesthetic and commercial success.
In this paper, we have tried to understand what enabled the local and global
success of some of the artists originally labelled as Cynical Realist and Political Pop.
In order to do so, we have reconstructed an evaluative biography: we studied the
consecutive acts of valuation and valorisation in order to understand how objects
created in a context which is distinct in social, economic and art historical respects,
started to circulate within and outside of China. The approach we are taking therefore pertains to other contexts as well, such as the objects created in the emerging
art worlds of Africa, Latin America and the post-Soviet states, which ever more frequently make their appearance in museums, galleries and auction houses in Europe
and the USA and have been recognised in these settings as “contemporary art.”
This circulation has been possible because of the global diffusion across local
art worlds of a regime of inspiration, in which the artist is viewed as an authentic individual, who without compromise, and without commercial interests, creates original works of art with which he can be identified. Now even the Chinese authorities,
which continue to support a traditional academic system anchored in a regime of
craftsmanship (see Kharchenkova et al. 2015), to some degree, accept this regime.
Thus, the diffusion of the category of “contemporary art” and an emerging shared
understanding of what contemporary art is about, has allowed Cynical Realism and
Political Pop to be appreciated across borders.
The evaluative biography of Cynical Realism and Political Pop is, however,
not just a story of smooth diffusion of cultural objects among likeminded actors (cf.
Rogers 1995). It is also a story of dissonance, as different audiences with, in some
cases, complex mixed identities located within and outside of China, were able to
apply their own orders of worth and managed to make sense of the work by means of
their own understandings of Chinese contemporary art and the political and societal
structures it was embedded in. They justified the works’ worth from the perspectives
of different worlds (e.g., a civic world), and by doing so, defined and constituted them
as different objects (e.g., an investment vehicle, a status object, a diplomacy instru56

ment). Although these justifications were often conflicting, they nevertheless built
upon each other, attracting the attention of an ever-widening set of audiences who
became enchanted by these art movements, albeit for very different reasons. The
success of Cynical Realism and Political Pop was thus intricately related to the fact
that none of the actors, neither supporters nor critics, were able to force their justifications upon the others. Moreover, the ambivalent, or better, polyvalent character of
the work enabled it to migrate across borders.
These flows were reinforced by labels which stuck because they managed to
do two things at the same time: on the one hand, they provided clear categories
which distinctly demarcated the artists associated with them from the many other Chinese artists vying for attention and provided the group with a clear, almost
branded identity which could be staged in, for instance, internationally travelling
exhibitions (Boltanski and Thévenot 2006: 180). At the same time, the labels enabled
foreign audiences to make sense of Chinese art and relate it to their own canons. Because their labels were understood in heterogeneous ways, they facilitated the successful travels of the two styles (cf. Stark 2009: 109).
Although we are convinced that dissonances produced by the application of multiple orders of worth to polyvalent works of art are common to global
art worlds, and indeed allow such worlds to exist, the recent episode of the evaluative biography of Cynical Realism and Political Pop suggests that the resulting
success may not last. Indeed, the interpretation of staunch critics such as Gao Minglu, who is convinced that this work had nothing to do with political critique but
is instead an instance of export-oriented art created by smooth operators looking
for quick commercial success, seems to become more dominant in circles outside of
China as well. Although the work continues to be sold for large sums and is exhibited regularly, the productive effect of dissonance may turn out to be temporary.
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3. Inside Isomorphism: How Art Market
Organisations First Arrived in China
China’s contemporary art market has been emerging at an astonishing tempo. Now
one of the world’s largest, it contains hundreds of commercial galleries and auction
houses – organisations that also dominate art markets elsewhere. However, as recently as the late 1980s, intermediary organisations trading in contemporary art were
absent, and sales were sporadic. This article details some mechanisms that came into
play at the foundation of China’s market for contemporary art.
Previous studies of China’s economic transition have focused on the role of
the state in developing market capitalism, the influence of market reforms on state
power and bureaucracy, the impact of markets on societal inequality, and on the beneficiaries of market reform, among other things (Nee 1989; Nee and Opper 2012; Oi
1995; for overviews see Fligstein 1996; Szelényi and Kostello 1996). Studies investigating institutional change and mechanisms of market transition have primarily
focused on the transformation of existing institutional structures rather than on
the creation of new structures or on the process of copying of existing models (Oi
1995; Walder 1995). They emphasise path dependence and the lingering influence
of the socialist institutional order (Walder 1995; cf. Stark 1992, 1996). Where new
fields and institutional emergence are concerned, the focus has been on the role of
the state, highlighting the top-down dynamics, such as in the establishment of China’s environmental protection system, or bottom-up change, such as with private
manufacturing firms in the Yangzi region (Child et al. 2007; Nee and Opper 2012). In
contrast, rather than focusing on institutional changes in existing structures, this
article zooms in on the process of importation of foreign organisational forms into a
new market where both commodities and organisations were new. It does so through
case studies of some of China’s first contemporary art market organisations.
Mechanisms of market emergence remain understudied, and this article details the emergence of a particular market in China through copying organisational
forms. A number of studies focusing on the USA, Japan and China, have shown that
foreign institutions and economic practices served as models for organisations and
practices in industries and markets (DiMaggio 1982; Guthrie 1999; Sato et al. 2015).
Guthrie (1999) pointed to isomorphic processes in copying Western-style organisational practices to China. However, overall, research on how exactly the models were
copied to China is scarce, and this article aims to address this gap.
Market emergence is a complex process involving a variety of actors, insti58

tutions, and organisations, successes and failures. This article focuses on how the
first art market organisations were founded in mainland China in the 1990s, and
asks by which mechanisms the two organisational forms – commercial gallery and
auction house – arrived in China, where the models for them came from, and how
they were implemented. I approach these questions from the perspective of organisational sociology and sociological new institutionalism, which is usually used to
study meso-level field processes (Child et al. 2007; Guthrie 1999). I argue that China’s
contemporary art market started emerging in the last decades by becoming integrated into the global flows of art world participants, institutions and artworks. The
two organisational forms were copied in a mimetic isomorphic way by institutional
entrepreneurs. Unlike studies that focus on the role of the state and top-down regulation in China’s market transition, this article emphasises the role of individual actors, including foreigners, and their efforts in market-building. It details their institutional work: how the importation processes unfolded and what they required. This
study highlights the discrepancy between the original environment (the established
art markets abroad) and the environment to which the organisational forms were
transported (the nascent Chinese art market), which to some extent determined how
the founding of the organisations happened and resulted in partial modifications of
the organisational forms. By looking at how copying across a substantial distance to
a different environment happens, this study contributes to understanding market
emergence and China’s institutional change.
The scope of this study is limited to organisations associated with contemporary art, which started emerging in China in the 1970s (Lü 2010). Traditional and
socialist realist art, calligraphy and antiques, which existed in China prior to the
late 1970s, and are partly associated with locally specific organisational forms, lie
outside its scope. Focusing on a market closely connected with similar markets internationally, the main commodity of which originated from abroad and whose main
consumers were initially foreign, this article highlights the role of foreign nationals
in the emergence of China’s contemporary art market. In previous studies of market
emergence, they are assumed to play a marginal rather than a prominent role in the
development of China’s markets. Overall, the role of foreign persons (as distinct from
foreign investment and joint ventures) in China’s market emergence, and organisation-building in particular, remains understudied.
Although substantial research on Chinese contemporary art exists, less is
known about China’s art market and its development; in particular, sociological
studies are lacking. At the same time, most sociological studies of art markets focus
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on their synchronic functioning, with only a few studies focusing on the emergence
of art markets such as those in India, Japan or Brazil (Brandellero 2015; Favell 2015;
Khaire and Wadhwani 2010). This study departs from them in its focus on the process
of transportation and founding of particular organisational forms.
This article focuses on commercial galleries and auction houses, because
these are the two main organisational forms in contemporary art markets, and because of revealing differences and similarities in their adoption. A gallery is a space
where regular contemporary art exhibitions are held, where sales are made at fixed
prices, and artworks are primarily sourced from artists. Auction houses hold regular
sales where prices are not fixed, and normally have no close ties with artists. Galleries usually only have a handful of employees, whereas auction houses tend to have
complex organisational structures. In China, galleries only work with contemporary
art, whereas auction houses also trade in traditional art and antiques. Contemporary
art sold at auctions tends to be more figurative and conservative, which was especially the case in the 1990s. Several auction houses (Duo Yun Xuan, China Guardian,
Hanhai) and galleries (Red Gate, ShanghART, the Courtyard Gallery) were founded
in China independently of each other, but roughly simultaneously. This article focuses on two empirical cases – the China Guardian auction house and the Courtyard
Gallery – both established in 1990s Beijing.
Focusing on the initial transportation of the organisational forms, this article
draws attention to the very initial stages of market development. Further field-level
development of the local Chinese art market, as it was becoming increasingly structured and homogenous, when the institutional models of galleries and auction houses were spreading and becoming increasingly taken-for-granted, lie outside its consideration.
NEO -INSTITUTIONAL PERSPEC TIVE
Like some other studies of the emergence of capitalist institutions in China (Guthrie
1999), this article relies on neo-institutional theory, which addresses how and why
institutions and practices are copied and established. The advantage of neo-institutional theory is that it is appropriate to study meso-level, or field-level processes
in general, and organisations in particular (DiMaggio and Powell 1983; Powell and
DiMaggio 1991). It underscores the idea that institutions are built by local historical and cultural processes, rather than universal laws. Neo-institutional sociologists
emphasise cultural and symbolic dimensions, such as ritual, meanings, myth and
ceremony, rejecting rational choice and functionality as reasons for organisational
diffusion (Meyer and Rowan 1977).
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In sociological neo-institutional literature, the concept of isomorphism is
used to explain homogenous structural features within organisational fields (DiMaggio and Powell 1983). This perspective posits that organisations imitate others not
because it makes them more efficient, but because it confers legitimacy upon them,
which in turn allows them to survive. According to DiMaggio and Powell’s classical
account of isomorphic processes, organisations look similar not as a result of a market-based rationalised process, but rather because “powerful forces emerge that lead
them [organisations] to become more similar to one another” (DiMaggio and Powell 1983: 148). They distinguish three mechanisms of isomorphic change: coercive
isomorphism (related to laws and regulations), normative isomorphism (related to
education and professionalisation), and mimetic isomorphism (when in a situation of
uncertainty, models that are considered legitimate are imitated). An organisational field where isomorphism takes place can be relatively unstructured and can span
country borders (DiMaggio and Powell 1983: 151).
Although neo-institutional theory originally emphasised institutional pressures and requirements of organisational fields upon organisations, the concept of
the institutional entrepreneur was introduced to balance out the emphasis on structure (Beckert 1999; DiMaggio 1988; Meyer 2010; for overviews, see Garud et al. 2007;
Battilana et al. 2009). DiMaggio (1988: 14) suggested that “New institutions arise
when organized actors with sufficient resources (institutional entrepreneurs) see in
them an opportunity to realize interests that they value highly”. Despite being seen
as embedded, entrepreneurs respond strategically to existing conditions and transcend taken-for-granted rules. They are presented in neo-institutional literature as
strong actors who pursue their interests, actively frame and theorise the problems,
and transform the field according to their ideas (Aldrich and Fiol 1994; Beckert 1999;
DiMaggio 1988; Fligstein 2001a).
Studies of contexts other than China suggest the importance of local action
and entrepreneurship for the emergence of institutions and fields (DiMaggio 1982,
1991; Lawrence and Phillips 2004; Maguire et al. 2004). Such studies have focused on
innovative entrepreneurial projects in emerging fields (Lawrence and Phillips 2004;
Maguire et al. 2004) and entrepreneurial projects of copying and importation of models (Boxenbaum and Battilana 2005; Johnson 2007). In particular, empirical studies
have detailed the imitation of foreign organisational models, such as the establishment of a symphony orchestra in Boston following the European blueprint, and the
copying of the university press model from the USA to Japan (DiMaggio 1982; Sato
et al. 2015). Similarly, this article details the mechanisms of importation of models
from abroad. It differs from existing accounts in that it pays particular attention to
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the differences in contexts, as the models were copied from existing markets onto a
new unstructured environment. China’s art market was emerging when similar markets with developed infrastructures, in which organisational forms were embedded,
already existed abroad.
Those who have studied emerging fields and the creation of new organisational forms have noted that these processes require effort and involve conflicts or
struggles (Aldrich and Fiol 1994; DiMaggio 1982, 1991). The concept of institutional
work was developed in recent years, building upon the notion of institutional entrepreneurship (Lawrence and Suddaby 2006; Lawrence et al. 2011). The emphasis is on
purposive action at the center of institutional dynamics, on “effortful and skillful
practices” directed at “creating, maintaining, and disrupting institutions”, such as
advocating, theorising, educating, and constructing identities (Lawrence and Suddaby 2006; Lawrence et al. 2011). The Scandinavian branch of new institutionalism
emphasises the “translation”, or the transformation of original models and their adaptation to the new institutional environment (Lawrence et al. 2011). In line with
these studies, this article highlights institutional work carried out to transport the
models from established markets abroad to the nascent Chinese art market, detailing
the messy attempts, and emphasising the effort involved. Although a body of empirical research of institutional work is emerging15, to my knowledge, this concept has
not so far been applied to China.
Although isomorphism is usually understood as emphasising structure,
whereas institutional entrepreneurship and institutional work underscore agency,
a combination of these concepts is necessary to make sense of how the models were
copied, as none of them is sufficient on its own. Isomorphism helps explain the resulting similarity of organisational forms, and the process of mimicry. Institutional
entrepreneurship is needed to show who established the models, whereas institutional work allows us to explain the effort involved and the divergent features of
organisations. Below, I will show how differences in contexts complicate the isomorphic dynamics.
DATA AND METHODS
This in-depth qualitative study uses a number of data sources. First, it relies on archival materials collected at the Asia Art Archive (Hong Kong) in 2013. Documents
consulted were all available documents on the 1990s, including periodicals from the
early 1990s until the present, personal correspondence, a China Guardian publication, and invitations to contemporary art events. This was supplemented by inter15
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For an overview, see Lawrence et al. 2013.

views and media articles retrieved from the LexisNexis database and the artron.net
art market database published in, or written about, the 1990s art world. In addition,
I familiarised myself with the book about the history of the China Guardian auction
house authored by its founder (Chen 2014). Data also included art market reports,
such as TEFAF reports, China Art Market Research Reports produced by Art Market
Research Centre (AMRC), affiliated with CAFA, China’s top art academy, and Artprice reports. I also informed myself about the history of Chinese art (Lü 2010; Wu
2014), the art worlds (Wu and Wang 2010), and the development of art markets (Brandellero 2015; Khaire and Wadhwani 2010) elsewhere.
In addition, in-depth interviews were conducted during the period 2012–2014
with artists (n=14), art dealers (n=6), auction house representatives (n=3), collectors
(n=4), art critics (n=3) and other art market participants active in the Chinese art
world since the 1980s and the 1990s, and/or who work at the analysed organisations
currently. These interviews, which were recorded and transcribed, concerned the
interviewees’ experiences of China’s art world in the 1980s–1990s, including early
auction houses and galleries. Furthermore, this article benefitted from the insights
obtained during ten months of ethnographic fieldwork carried out mostly in Beijing
in 2012–2014, during which numerous observations, conversations with art world
participants and a total of approximately 180 interviews about the functioning of
China’s art market were conducted. I also relied on in-depth interviews collected as
part of the Asia Art Archive project “Materials of the Future: Documenting Contemporary Chinese Art from 1980-1990.” The variety of data allowed for triangulation.
LOCAL CONTE X T
To understand how art market organisations were founded in China in the 1990s,
it is useful to consider the local context. The field connecting Chinese and foreign
art markets is now relatively structured, with Chinese artists’ works being traded at
auctions in London and New York, Chinese collectors buying at the Art Basel art fair,
and the Chinese art market consisting of galleries and auction houses, similar to the
international model (Velthuis and Baia Curioni 2015b). In the 1990s, however, the
incipient Chinese market was geographically distanced and relatively isolated from
markets abroad: interaction and information flow were limited. As a result, they constituted different institutional environments.
Art markets of traditional Chinese art and calligraphy are not a recent phenomenon. Imperial China has boasted art markets since the Song dynasty (960–
1279) (Clunas 2009). However, no commercial contemporary art galleries existed in
pre-Mao China, there were only “art shops” (huadian) trading in Chinese ink wash
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paintings, calligraphy and antiques. The first auction houses were established by
foreigners as branches of English, French, Japanese and other auction houses in the
late 19th century, mainly in Shanghai (Zhao 2007). The art market essentially halted
during the Maoist period; auctions were closed by decree in 1956. Artists became
state employees who were required to “serve the people” (Sullivan 1996). Knowledge
about developments in the art worlds abroad, except for the Soviet Union, was lacking.
The policy of reform and opening up, implemented since the late 1970s,
prompted the gradual integration of Chinese artists into the transnational contemporary art market. Information about developments in contemporary art in Europe
and the USA spread to China, initiating a period of artistic experimentation in art
more in line with contemporary art developments in Europe and the USA (Sullivan
1999; Wu 2014). Exhibitions of foreign artists such as Rauschenberg were organised
in China, and starting from the 1990s, Chinese artists participated in prestigious exhibitions abroad, such as the Venice Biennale. Freelance artists, independent of the
official system, emerged. Between the late 1970s and early 1990s, a number of Chinese artists moved to the USA, Japan, and other countries, where they began working
with foreign galleries. Foreign organisations started engaging with China, although
not yet on a regular basis. Sotheby’s held a charity auction in Beijing in 1988, which
remained a one-off occurrence. Foreign dealers such as Johnson Chang, Yukihito Tabata and Hsiao Fuyuan visited China and began to take an interest in Chinese artists.
None of them, however, set up shop in China at the time.
Exposure to early 20th century foreign auction houses, such as Sotheby’s,
or to foreign galleries, did not directly lead to the founding of local organisations
in the post-Mao era. Neither Sotheby’s nor Christie’s were permitted to hold regular auctions in mainland China until 2012–2013, although they had held auctions in
Hong Kong since 1973 and 1986, respectively, and had already opened representative
offices in China in 1994. Foreign galleries worried about the lack of local collectors
and the perceived state restrictions on art. Consequently, China’s first galleries and
auction houses were indigenous, rather than branches of foreign organisations.
In 1990s China, there was hardly any contemporary art trade. No organic
contemporary art system was competing for legitimacy, no stable spaces for selling,
and few spaces for exhibiting experimental contemporary art existed (DeBevoise
2014; Wu and Wang 2010). Art was sold sporadically and directly instead of through
intermediaries. Exhibitions were held in the apartments of diplomats and other foreigners, in artists’ homes or studios, in temples, parks, hotels, or basements.16 The
16

Even though it says “gallery” on some of the exhibition invitations from the 1990s, such as Tao
Gallery, Wins Gallery, they were actually framing or painting shops, or temporary exhibition spaces
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that were called a gallery but did not have a commercial gallery operation or structure.

exhibited works were usually for sale, but few were actually sold. Some exhibitions
were held for just an afternoon, and they mostly only attracted artists and a few
foreigners. Karen Smith, who ran the Courtyard Gallery, one of the first galleries in
Beijing, during its first year, organised two such exhibitions in her apartment. She
explained:
“…a lot of people did it at the time, and it was a social occasion,
because we knew lots of foreign people in different kind of fields,
and artists who were in need of money or in need of support. So, you
know, you basically just did a Saturday afternoon, and people would
come over for a drink or maybe a beer or something and maybe they
bought a few prints...”
Commercial galleries and auction houses in Europe and the USA functioned
in radically different environments. In China, the infrastructure of contemporary
art museums, art fairs, biennales, and a contemporary art press, was absent. There
were no training programs in contemporary art management, art criticism or art
history. Experimental artists outside the official art system had few opportunities
to exhibit at official venues. No governmental support for contemporary art, such as
prizes or fellowships, existed. According to the art critics and artists whom I interviewed, most artists had only a vague idea how to price their work. Even though a
handful of foreigners living in Beijing, and some artists with experience abroad, were
familiar with the notion of galleries and auctions, most local artists and potential
buyers lacked knowledge about how these organisations were supposed to function.
Although potential buyers might have been used to museums of traditional art and
versed in traditional Chinese art and antiques, contemporary art was unfamiliar to
them. The general audience did not know about contemporary art either. As an art
world insider at the time told me, it was “very very difficult to find”. These differences
are important, as they influenced the process of travel of models.
The market-focused regulations introduced since reform and opening up, in
the late 1970s and especially since 1992, eventually made the establishment of the intermediary art market organisations possible. The government was gradually introducing markets for cultural goods. Since the 1980s and especially since the 1990s, the
central government has promoted trade in cultural products or “culture markets”. As
Xinhua news agency phrased it, “the green light was given by the government which
is keen to boost both the cultural and the commercial sectors to meet the market
economy” (Xinhua 1993). Regulations promoting the culture markets and culture
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economy were issued. The prohibitions on auctions were relaxed in the 1980s. Art
auctions (but not yet organisations) were legalised again in 1991. By sanctioning
auctions, the authorities attempted to curb the illegal trade in cultural relics and
regulate the market, in order to control what was going out of the country and collect taxes on it. The government also planned to set up auction houses in the long
run (Xinhua 1992). A few experiments with art auction sales occurred across China
from 1992 onwards. Some of the first auctions were organised by government-related organisations and/or were sanctioned by local authorities. In contrast, throughout the 1990s, there were no regulations about commercial art galleries. The government was cautious, and in some cases simply uninterested in contemporary art,
which was the focus of galleries. Overall, the authorities welcomed cultural markets,
but the guidelines were vague. Standardisation and professionalisation of auction
houses and galleries in China would come later. As I will show below, both concerning the China Guardian and the Courtyard Gallery, the actual work of introducing
the organisations to China was done by particular individuals and their teams.
CHINA GUARDIAN AUC TION HOUSE
The first joint-stock auction company specialising in Chinese art and antiques, the
China Guardian, was founded by entrepreneur, Chen Dongsheng in 1993, and the
first auction took place a year later. It was the first company to break the state’s monopoly on the art trade that had existed since 1949 (Zhao 2007). Apart from the auction house, Chen founded Taikang Life Insurance Co. in 1996, now one of China’s
largest insurance companies. Chen claims to have come up with the idea already in
1991, before some of the most prominent auction experiments had taken place. He
first encountered auctions in Xinwen Lianbo television programmes featuring Sotheby’s and Christie’s, and was fascinated:
“…in a classical building, an elegant auctioneer overlooking men
and women in the audience, rising paddles, mysterious phone calls,
exchanging a word or two here and there, all of it so elegant, so far
away, but so impressive.” (Yang 2013)
Later, his friends showed him a newspaper article, which lamented that “with
its 5000 years of history, China has multiple cultural treasures and rich heritage,
but not a single influential art auction company” (Chen 2014). This, combined with
the strong impression from TV programmes, made him decide to establish an auction house. Chen was well aware of the effect his efforts would have on the nascent
market, which indicates the reflective purposefulness of his actions (Lawrence and
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Suddaby 2006).
Chen, then 36, assembled around himself a team of young people, some of
them university friends, many in their thirties. Early on, he invited Wang Yannan,
daughter of former prime minister and general secretary of the Communist Party,
Zhao Ziyang, who oversaw the 1980s economic reforms, to join the team. Wang had
studied hotel management in the USA, spoke fluent English, and was deputy general
manager at Beijing’s five-star Great Wall Sheraton Hotel (China Guardian later set
up office there). My interviews indicated that she was highly respected in art circles
because of her father’s solidarity with students during the 1989 Tiananmen protests.
Both Chen and Wang had virtually no knowledge of the auction business at
the time (Chen 2014; Sevastopulo 2013). They “had no idea where to get lots and
how to auction” (Yang 2013). They had no arts background and were outsiders in the
art world. “To innovate is to be the first to copy”, Chen is often quoted in Chinese
business circles as saying (Yang 2013). What Chen and his team did was imitate the
internationally successful model of Sotheby’s, which had long been active in Hong
Kong. According to an interview with Chen, “from packaging, pricing, catalogues
and screens to expert and credit systems – the Guardian imitated it all” (Yang 2013).
They consulted Sotheby’s experts in Beijing and often went to Hong Kong to observe
auctions and study organisational set-up and practices (Chen 2014; Chow 2012). Chen
selected his first auctioneer, Gao Deming, who would later become China Guardian’s
top auctioneer, based on his impressions from the foreign auctions he saw on Xinwen
Lianbo (Chen 2014). Later, the Irish Times described Gao as follows:
“Typically dressed for work in bow tie and stiff wing tip collar, he
models himself on Julian Thompson, the smooth and composed
senior auctioneer at Sotheby’s.” (O’Clery 1997)
Available photos indicate that the auction sale was set up in a similar manner
to auction houses in Europe and the USA, with rows of bidders and spectators, and an
auctioneer at the front (Chen 2014).
The state gave a green light to business ventures, and local authorities were
already experimenting with auctions at the time. However, Chen and his team had to
figure out how to set up and run the auction house and needed to advocate for their
endeavours (Chen 2014). Few people had experience with private businesses in China
at the time. Many were sceptical and considered establishing an auction house to be
premature, even though auctions were already legal. All but one of 26 professionals,
whom Chen’s team consulted about founding of the auction house, said it was too early
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and that they were “jumping the gun” (Xie 2012). The only one who did support them
said he did so to pave the way for his own auction house. When applying for licenses,
Chen ran into problems: the officials at the State Administration of Cultural Heritage
worried that granting a license to auction cultural relics would lead to grave robberies.
Chen and his associates needed to use their networks to lobby for the desired outcomes.
They were learning by doing: not knowing how to write a feasibility report, Chen
solicited help of his friend from the market department of the Ministry of Culture,
who wrote the first draft (Xie 2012). Dealing with auction houses, which are large
conspicuous organisations, entrepreneurs needed political capital. They sought the
support of official arts organisations and their leaders. Chen relied on his network
accumulated while working as a civil servant at a research institute. Wang Yannan’s
high profile was also useful, even though she did not use her father’s surname, and
did not seem to flaunt her high cadre family background. They also consulted arts
experts, who helped with consignments and appraisals.
China Guardian did not become Sotheby’s exact copy. Where contemporary
art was concerned, it could not rely on galleries or collectors for consignments, because these were essentially absent in China. China Guardian contacted the artists
for lots directly, a practice considered illegitimate in many art markets elsewhere
(Velthuis 2005). The auction house representatives visited famous artists with a view
to auctioning their works in the first auction. As there were few market-related conventions, artists were eager and flexible, some of them working directly with China
Guardian. As a China Guardian manager explained:
“A lot of people participated out of curiosity. […] On the one hand,
auctions brought sales, on the other hand, they published artworks
in the catalogue, published books and made exhibitions, so that
many collectors would see them. At the time there was no other way,
there were no galleries. Auction houses did some of the galleries’
work then.”
For buyers, auctions were new and interesting. “Auctions are a novelty for
the Chinese, who relate them to ordinary things like car number plates and items
seized by the customs department,” wrote Agence France Press in 1994 (Leu 1994).
Auctions quickly caught on: a steep admission fee even had to be charged, for example, at China Guardian’s 1995 spring auction, to limit the audience, as “[d]rawn by […]
the excitement of seeing vast sums of money change hands, local Chinese flocked to
the event” (Dewar 1995). As opposed to traditional art, oil paintings were an unfamiliar commodity, and initially sold for low prices (Chen 2014) . They had to be put in
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the hallway during the auction preview, where everyone would pass them and where
the department manager would latch onto visitors and try to convince them of the
oil paintings’ value (Chen 2014). However, where auctions in general were concerned,
artists, and especially buyers, did not need much persuading.
The significance of China Guardian’s first auction was quickly recognised
and legitimised by the authorities. Apparently, what Chen did, fit their vision. A
number of Party and government leaders attended the first auction. The central television programme, Oriental Horizon, praised it highly, predicting that Beijing would
become one of the three auction capitals of the world, on a par with New York and
London (Chen 2014). The China Association of Auctioneers was established in 1995,
and the auction law was issued in 1996. Regulations for professional certification for
auctioneers took effect in 1997. The organisational form of an auction house quickly
gained support, and a legal framework, and spread speedily and smoothly. Where
auction houses were concerned, the authorities were involved early on.
THE COURT YARD GALLERY
Similarly to the founders of the China Guardian, founders of the first contemporary
art galleries did not think of another prototype besides the “Western” one. It did
not occur to them to model their organisations on local “art shops”. The Courtyard
Gallery was established by American lawyer-entrepreneur, Handel Lee, and other investors, in 1996.17 Although aware of a dearth of galleries in Beijing, they did not aim
to strategically build an art market or hope for a substantial profit. As an investor and
later director of the gallery, Meg Maggio, an American who had been living in Hong
Kong and Beijing for a number of years, said in an interview:
“…we were working as lawyers and we thought it would be fun. I
think it was more natural, there was a critical mass, there was a
need, you know, there was a lot of art-related activity going on from
late-80s through 2000, but nowhere to show it.”
The gallery was not a serious business venture, but something investors did
on the side. It was located in the very centre of Beijing, at the moat of the Forbidden
City, in the basement of an upscale restaurant. Some of the investors were more interested in the restaurant than the gallery. Others were more interested in art than
the art business. Maggio, 36 at the time, who had collected art since the 1980s, was
17

Two of the other first galleries, Red Gate and ShanghART, were also founded by foreigners based
in China, Brian Wallace and Lorenz Helbling. Foreigners had prior knowledge of a gallery model,
easier access to buyers, and presumably more interest in contemporary art.
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already involved in the contemporary art scene. For her, the gallery was more about
interaction with art and artists, about an adventure:
“It was more like making beautiful exhibitions and sometimes making catalogues. So that was more exciting than whether you’d sell
the work or not. Yeah, we’d sell a few pieces and we’d pay for everything. But we didn’t think about it almost. There was a price list, but
you didn’t have high expectations for sales. You know, you were kind
of like, maybe someone might buy something.”
Karen Smith, a British national active in Beijing’s contemporary art circles,
who was initially invited to run the gallery, recounted in an interview that she saw
her purpose in organising artistic activities, but “didn’t want to have anything to do
with developing the kind of market”.
Neither Smith nor Maggio, who, after about a year, resigned from her job as
a lawyer and took over gallery management from Smith, had experience with running a gallery. However, they were the Chinese art world insiders who were familiar
with the “Western” gallery system. They imitated a general gallery model, orienting
themselves towards practices common in the art worlds in Europe and the USA. In
interviews, they claimed that they had been “build[ing] a platform” rather than operating “like a shop”. They organised regular shows, and their space resembled a white
cube gallery.18 Maggio recalled that although there were exhibitions of contemporary
art in the 1980s and 1990s, the Courtyard was:
“…basically introducing a new Western model. It wasn’t that it was
a cultural desert. No way. They have their own way of exhibiting
art. Their own way of using exhibition space. We were introducing a
Western way of exhibiting art.”
Artists were “super curious” about the new model, as Maggio put it. They did
not know what to expect, they just wanted exhibition space. According to an artist
who worked with the Courtyard Gallery in the 1990s:
“Everyone wanted to cooperate with a gallery. Galleries were a
new thing, they had just entered China. We artists thought, what
is a gallery, after all? If you work with a gallery, what would be the
results and the future? We had no idea. But if you could have an
18

Other galleries established in the 1990s were run informally from lobbies of five-star hotels and
from a Ming-dynasty tower, all highly unusual arrangements. Among the reasons were restrictions
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on foreigners, who could not register a company in their name until the 2000s.

exhibition so that many people would see your work, we were very
happy.”
Unlike auctions, which mainly dealt in traditional art or conservative art
by living artists, the Courtyard barely attracted local buyers. Few Chinese had excess money that they would be willing to spend on contemporary art, which was
unfamiliar and uninteresting to them. According to Smith, at least in the first years,
artworks works did not get sold or got sold to acquaintances as a favour. Until the
2000s, buyers of contemporary art in China were primarily foreigners, most notably Swiss collector Uli Sigg. Maggio told me that the Courtyard relied on foreign
buyers, with the first local buyers appearing only in the early 2000s. Other galleries
also experienced a lack of local collectors. A member of the initial China Guardian
team, Gan Xuejun, unsuccessfully tried opening a gallery in the late 1990s and ended
up opening his own auction house. As he put it:
“I ran a gallery for several years. It was difficult. I lost money, lost,
because we were doing contemporary art. Nobody cared for Zhang
Xiaogang or Yue Minjun. We couldn’t sell Mao Yan19. What can you
do? […] So I went back to auction business.”
Local people did not always understand a gallery’s purpose. Maggio remembered how they did not recognise the space as a gallery:
“…the neighbourhood was a really local neighbourhood. And it was
fun to be there and just have people to sort of just show up at the
door and look in and say, ‘do I have to buy an entrance ticket?’. And
we would be like, ‘no’.”
Gallerists had to explain how a gallery functioned not only to buyers, but
also to artists. One concept was that of long-term representation, which implies
long-term collaboration between a gallery and an artist, involving promotion rather
than simply selling (see Velthuis 2005). “We are not a pawnshop”, is something Maggio says she had to constantly repeat to artists:
“You don’t place your objects here and walk away and wait for the
day I call you and give you money. […] We are not a pawnshop. This
is a long-term relationship.”
The entrepreneurs imitated the foreign gallery model not because they perceived it as efficient, but rather because it was familiar to them and to some of their
foreign clients. If anything, it was barely efficient in China. It was difficult to fully
19

They are currently among the top Chinese artists.
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copy the model, partly because the infrastructure required for a gallery to operate
was absent. As there were no art fairs to participate in, or contemporary art museums
to consecrate the artists, and as there were few buyers interested in contemporary
art, the gallery was partly supported by profits from the restaurant, which is an extraordinary business model. According to Maggio, the international model of having
a limited stable of artists that galleries promote exclusively and long-term, did not
work well. Unusually, artworks shown at the first exhibition were not for sale, but
came from collections by foreigners in Beijing, which served for marketing purposes.
Sometimes adjustments were spontaneous rather than planned, and resulted from lack of experience and clarity about how a gallery should operate in China’s
context. According to Maggio, initially they:
“…had no record keeping, they didn’t keep accounts, things were
flying out the window, they were working with other galleries from
our gallery, it was a mess.”
According to my respondents, gallerists were learning by doing, and disagreed on how to run the gallery, especially early on.
Although officially the authorities labelled non-registered private shows and
sales as illegal, since art dealers had to be licensed by the government, in practice there
was no strict control, at least of smaller shows (United Press International 1993). Art
dealers active at the time told me that commercial galleries did not experience serious
restrictions, but no support either. As small inconspicuous organisations dealing with
contemporary art, galleries were of little interest to the authorities. According to
Maggio:
“The government didn’t really give a damn what I did. They were not interested in what I was doing. They were not constraining me, because
they couldn’t care less. They thought what I was doing was worthless.”
Lack of official endorsement was among the reasons there were only a handful of galleries in the 1990s in mainland China. Unlike auction houses, galleries did
not catch on and spread in China until the 2000s, about a decade after the first gallery appeared. Throughout the 2000s, more Chinese galleries based on the foreign
model were established, and foreign galleries set up shop in China. There was no
professionalisation to speak of: Beijing Gallery Association was established as late as
in 2011. In 2013, still no official regulations for contemporary art galleries existed.
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DISCUSSION
The above-described processes are cases of mimetic isomorphism between China
and the relatively established art markets abroad (Europe, the USA, and Hong Kong).
The first Chinese galleries and auction houses were copied by institutional entrepreneurs – local and foreign actors based in China. They did not design organisations from scratch, but transported existing organisational forms to a new context.
Entrepreneurs with different backgrounds were pulled towards the international
models. They imitated foreign organisational forms, not because they saw them as
efficient, but because they perceived them to be “legitimate or successful” (DiMaggio
and Powell 1983: 152). They experienced uncertainty about what the organisations
should be like and turned to available models. They took it for granted that these
foreign organisational configurations, widely adopted abroad, where they existed as
“rationalized myths” (Meyer and Rowan 1977), were the best, and they did not seriously consider alternative organisational forms (Beckert 2010b; DiMaggio and Powell
1983; cf. Johnson 2007).
I have shown that the process of bringing the two organisational forms to
China was that of the inclusion of China in a larger global field of art markets. This
process has proceeded further, with China’s art market actors now being significantly more integrated into the international art world. However, in the 1990s, when the
organisations were established in China, they had to deal primarily with the local
environment, including the local government, artists and buyers, the overwhelming majority of whom were not yet part of the global art field. Moreover, the first
Chinese organisations were not necessarily active in the international field either:
China Guardian, for example, only started holding auctions outside mainland China
in 2012. The local context to which the models were imported was not only different
from established markets, it was also emergent rather than mature, which influenced
the process and results of entrepreneurs’ attempts at mimetic isomorphism (cf. Johnson 2007).
Mimetic isomorphism implies adopting an existing model, that is considered
legitimate, in a situation of uncertainty. However, in China’s case, although the organisational forms were viewed as desirable, and were taken for granted by entrepreneurs who did the copying, and by foreigners, and were meant to confer legitimacy, at
the moment of their introduction, they were not yet taken for granted by most local
people in China. Neither the authorities, nor the majority of local artists and buyers, were even aware of or familiar with these organisational forms and institutional rules and practices that were common in a broader field outside their immediate
proximity.
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In some respects, bringing in the models was relatively easy. No local organisational template needed to be changed. Artists were eager to show and sell their
art and did not require much persuasion to work with new organisations that were
perceived as professional. (Potential) local buyers were excited and curious about
auction houses. Organisational forms were also attractive due to their foreign and
novel character.
Nonetheless, a different institutional environment made mimetic isomorphism complicated. The two cases discussed have highlighted the qualities and skills
(Fligstein 2001a) that helped to bring and install new organisational forms in China,
overcoming institutional tensions arising from different environments. These qualities included embeddedness in several fields, international experience or exposure,
access to knowledge about foreign organisational arrangements and actors, English
proficiency, access to artists (especially for galleries), and political capital (especially for auction houses).20 They also highlighted institutional work, the character of
which was shaped by discrepancies between the local and international environments. Even though some local actors knew about the internationally widespread
models, and others may have found them attractive, institutional work needed to be
done.
Despite enthusiasm towards galleries and auction houses, after initially
bringing in the organisational forms, entrepreneurs needed to introduce them and
educate local actors about their functioning. They had to advocate for these organisations and construct their identities. They could not simply appeal to their legitimacy (as with isomorphism), but to an extent needed to build it. Institutional survival
was not linked to fitting in, but rather to how successful they were in legitimising the
new organisational forms and rendering them familiar to local actors. The entrepreneurs also had to overcome regulatory obstacles (absence of auction house licenses
and restrictions on economic activities of foreign nationals and companies), which
required collaboration with Chinese nationals for founding companies and advocacy,
such as lobbying. Furthermore, China lacked scripts and institutionalised procedures
on how to operate a gallery or an auction house. Entrepreneurs had to work out how
to run their business in China. Due to the different local environment, attempts at
mimetic isomorphism did not result in fully homogenous organisations (cf. Johnson
2007). In line with neo-institutional translation literature, this study has shown how,
due to the lack of a contemporary art infrastructure in China, actors needed to adapt
organisational forms to local environmental conditions. All this required significant
effort (Lawrence and Suddaby 2006).
20
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The two organisational forms differed in the degree of support that they received from the authorities and local buyers and in the extent of the cultural familiarity that they had with the main commodities (traditional and contemporary art
for auction houses vs only contemporary art for galleries). They also differed in terms
of entrepreneurs’ knowledge, goals and attitudes: auction house entrepreneurs were
engaged in a more “political” “institutionalization project” related to market-building (DiMaggio 1988: 13). All this affected initial success and subsequent diffusion.
Yet, the processes were similar. Both organisational forms were copied by entrepreneurs from the international art market and were adapted locally, which required,
albeit different, institutional work.
CONCLUSIONS
This article has provided a detailed account of how the dominant organisational
forms of art markets were initially established in China. Relying on classical and
recent concepts from neo-institutional sociology and organisation studies, I have
shown how the international models were imported. Although previous studies have
argued that some foreign models were copied mimetically and were used to transform existing industries in China since 1978 (Guthrie 1999), this study has detailed
this process for a new market. In the cases of galleries and auction houses, the process of inclusion in the international art market field, and establishment of a new
market, was not carried top-down by governments or foreign companies. Although
the government initially facilitated market reforms, developing a contemporary art
market was not its priority. That galleries were established, despite a lack of state
regulation, indicates the limits of top-down regulation for the spread of China’s contemporary art market institutions. Rather, the organisational forms were introduced
in China due to the efforts of particular individuals and their teams, who were based
locally, some of whom were foreign nationals. Entrepreneurial individuals had to
come up with the idea to copy and to introduce new organisations, demonstrating
initiative and persistent work. My findings indicate the role of individual action in
market-building in China (cf. Nee and Opper 2012). In particular, this article highlights the role of foreign individuals who are not usually viewed as having significant
influence on the development of markets in China. It demonstrates that, in the case
of a market with an internationally embedded commodity (contemporary art), partly
foreign consumer base, and relatively small inconspicuous organisations, foreign nationals did play a role in market creation.
Rather than only focusing on the local market emergence per se, this article
has emphasised an interrelationship with the broader international environment.
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It has shown how the market was emerging by means of imitating organisational
forms. This was a multi-level process with mimetic isomorphism on the more transnational level (between mature and nascent markets), and entrepreneurship and institutional work locally. These concepts allow us to explain who established the first
organisations, how and why they were similar to foreign models, and why they partly
diverged. This study draws attention to the tensions between the contexts, which
influenced how isomorphic processes spanning country borders unfolded.
This article has demonstrated the analytic uses of neo-institutional theory for the study of Chinese society. Emphasising the structure, the neo-institutional approach also underscores the creative agency. With its attention
to the local rather than the universal, and to the symbolic and cultural rather
than rational dimensions of institutional diffusion, its advantage is that it allows us to trace the intricate processes of institution-building in post-Mao China.
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4. Official Art Organisations in the
Emerging Markets of China and Russia
The contemporary art worlds in Russia and China have undergone rapid changes over
the past few decades. Until the late 1980s, commercial markets for art were practically non-existent in both countries. Although artists had been exposed in a piecemeal
fashion to developments in contemporary art from Europe and the USA since at least
the late 1970s, the globalisation of art markets stopped at the countries’ borders. In
both China and Russia, works of art were occasionally sold to foreign diplomats or
businessmen in an informal manner, out of an artist’s apartment or in a buyer’s hotel
room, but the official distribution of art was, by and large, controlled by state organisations (Solomon 1991). As two examples of an “Engineer State” (Hillman-Chartrand and McCaughey 1989), Chinese and Soviet governments controlled the means
of artistic production and promoted art that fitted their political agenda. They did
this in various ways, often through similar organisational forms: powerful artists
unions and academies formulated a legitimate ideology and provided occupation
(and even recreation) for artists (Alexander and Rueschemeyer 2005; Lazarev 1979;
Kraus 2004). To be acknowledged as an artist, essentially, one had to be a member of
such organisations.
More than twenty years later, the situation has changed dramatically. China
now ranks among the largest and most dynamic commercial art markets in the world
(McAndrew 2014). Works by the most well-known Chinese artists have sold for millions of dollars at auction, and prestigious art dealers from Europe and the USA have
taken an interest in their work (Artprice 2013). Russia’s art market is certainly not as
big and flourishing (Bogdanov 2011; Volf 2012). In fact, prominent Russian gallerists
complain that the market’s development has halted (Mojst 2012; Moskvicheva 2012).
Nevertheless, the commercial trade in contemporary art has also become a legitimate business in Russia.
A key assumption, which many participants, academics, and experts in both
established and emerging art markets implicitly or explicitly make, is that these new
markets for contemporary art develop in a teleological fashion toward a single, global
market model. This global model has its origins in Europe and the USA, and consists
of a set of institutions, practices, discourses, and symbolic meanings which define
the way contemporary art is traded. Its central actor is the commercial art gallerist
who attempts to make and maintain markets for contemporary art by promoting a
group of artists. In order to do so, the gallerist tries to establish a reputation for “his”
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artists by getting museums directors, curators, and art critics, for example, interested in the artist’s work. This reputation enables the gallerist to persuade collectors of
the work’s value, resulting in increased sales and higher prices. To put it in the terms
of Bourdieu, within this market model, symbolic capital needs to be accumulated
before it can be converted into economic capital (Bourdieu 1993a). The model, which
has also been referred to as a “dealer-critic” system (White and White 1965), would
be the only legitimate, sustainable way to organise commercial markets for art. For
the state organisations, which were founded before these markets emerged in the
1990s, there is no role within this model.
We do not dispute that this global model has been, to some extent, adopted
in Russia and China. Post-industrial gallery districts located in former factories and
resembling, for instance, Chelsea in New York, have sprung up in Beijing (798 Art
District), Shanghai (M50), Moscow (Winzavod), and other cities. They are crammed
with the white cube, minimalist contemporary gallery spaces, which have dominated
art commerce in Europe and the USA for decades. Some art dealers who are located there have been quick to adopt the concomitant discourse, using stock phrases
like “promotion”, describing the art gallery as a “vehicle for experimentation, not
for sales”, and speaking of their attempts to “build up a stable, secure market” for
their artists. Annual art fairs are held in Moscow, Beijing, and other cities. An infrastructure of contemporary art museums, biennials, and (independent) art criticism is
developing, which is supposed to lay a secure artistic foundation under the uncertain
economic value of contemporary art. In short, at first sight Russia and China seem
to confirm neo-institutionalist theories in sociology, which suggest that, especially
when faced with uncertainty, people are likely to imitate pre-existing organisational
models. In order to establish markets that are seen as legitimate by the outside world,
they copy European and American commercial templates (cf. DiMaggio and Powell
1983; Meyer et al. 1997; Meyer 2000).
These imitation processes are, however, only part of the story. Paying exclusive attention to these processes would mean that the radically different ways in
which the art worlds in these countries have developed, are overlooked. In particular,
it would disregard the persistence of the pre-1990s state-controlled art organisations
in an increasingly universal art market environment.21 In this chapter we show that
the rise of “free,” commercial markets for contemporary art cannot be equated with
the demise of what we will refer to as Official Art Organisations (OAOs). The end of
21

Nowadays, both in Russia and China, there are many organisations recently established by artists
or companies rather than governments; they are much younger, may have less members and
are less widely known. This chapter only focuses on the organisations that stem from the pre-art
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market times and that were originally established by the countries’ respective governments.

the Soviet era and the beginning of market reforms in China did not mean that the
art worlds in these countries started with a clean slate.
Instead, on the basis of in-depth interviews with artists, art gallerists, and
officials we show that, in spite of the fact that the OAOs are viewed by some people
in the Chinese and Russian art worlds as cumbersome, outdated bureaucratic structures, in spite of the fact that their organisational values are not even endorsed by all
their members, in spite of the pressures exerted by cultural and economic globalisation, and in spite of the fact that these organisations have only to some extent adapted to a new environment, they nevertheless survive. The first aim of this chapter is
to explore the reasons for the remarkable resilience of OAOs.
Whereas OAOs were highly similar in Soviet Russia and Maoist China, they
have followed diverging paths in recent decades. This discrepancy adds another layer
to our analysis: the second aim of this chapter is to analyse divergent paths of change
of initially similar institutional forms. To explain the resilience of OAOs and their divergent development, we focus on the influence of the state on the prestige and roles
of the OAOs, on their relationships with the market, and on the concrete benefits
which they provide to artists.
Although accounts of limits to globalisation exist in academic literature,
they have not yet been explicitly applied to art markets. Existing research either proceeds from the assumption of the global art market as an existing fact (e.g. Crane
2009; Horowitz 2011), or non-reflexively studies only those elements of the emerging
national art markets that fit the universal global model (e.g. McAndrew 2009; Robertson 2011). This chapter contributes to better understanding of the institutional
and organisational diversity of art markets in general, and the art markets of the
post-command economies in particular. Discussions of the OAOs in the literature are
limited to the pre-market context (Andrews 1994; Sullivan and Murphy 1996; Sullivan 1999), while we are rather interested in their position since the emergence of the
art market.
We focus on two types of OAOs in particular: artists’ unions or associations22
and governmental art academies (see Appendix for a full list of OAOs). Artists occupy positions of either members or employees at these organisations. Educational art
academies where students undergo standardised artistic training are excluded from
the scope of our analysis even though they are part of the official, state-controlled
art system. Geographically, the focus is on OAOs located in Moscow and Beijing. As
the respective countries’ capitals, they have historically been the centres of power
in most areas of social life, including arts and culture. Thus, most, if not all, of the
22

Essentially the same organisational form is called a union in Russia and an association in China.
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countries’ most important OAOs are headquartered in these cities. Moreover, more
than, for instance, St. Petersburg and Shanghai, Moscow and Beijing serve as the
centres of the respective countries’ art markets.
Empirically, the chapter is based on eleven Moscow and twenty-four Beijing
interviews with art gallerists, OAO officials of divergent ranks, and with artists from
within and outside OAOs.23 Moreover, we have studied the organisations’ official
charters, as well as archival material and secondary sources pertaining to them. We
attempted to reach officials (e.g. presidents, secretaries, heads of the sections, and
artist-curators of annual exhibitions) involved in most of the organisations either
via public or private contact details, such as phones or emails, via references and
introductions, or at events organised by the OAOs.24 We also discussed membership
in or the functioning of the OAOs with artists and gallerists who are outsiders of the
official system. Although we sometimes raised the topic intentionally, often it was
so relevant for the interviewees that they emotionally elaborated on their position
towards OAOs without any prompts.
In what follows, we first describe the history and current modus operandi of
the OAOs as well as their contested position within the art worlds of China and Russia. We then introduce our theoretical framework, for which we draw on historical
institutionalism and the varieties of capitalism literature in political economy (Hall
and Soskice 2001). In the rest of the chapter we develop explanations for the resilience of the OAOs.
HOW OAOS OPER ATE
OAOs in Russia and China originate from a similar historical and socio-political context. The art academies of both countries trace their history to the Imperial Academies of Arts (founded in 1724 in Russia and as early as the Song dynasty (960–1279)
in China). Although origins and histories of the academies differ, they had similar
23

The data were collected as a part of a bigger research project on the emergence of art markets
in the BRIC countries. 62 qualitative interviews were conducted in Russia and approximately 160
were conducted in China with artists, gallerists, art collectors, auctioneers, art critics, art officials,
etc. These interviews provide a general context for the issues discussed in the chapter.
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In the case of Russia, officials of one out of three artists’ unions under consideration responded
to our request. In addition, key officials of the RAA could not be interviewed. Nevertheless, we
reached artists members of all the OAOs. In case of China, of the major OAOs headquartered in
Beijing, we interviewed officials representing all but the BAA, who declined to be interviewed.
In addition, in China we interviewed artists who were members of all OAOs but the BAA. As field
participants do not make significant distinctions between the organisations, we maintain that our
findings are generalisable.
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functions in the USSR and Maoist China. The unions and associations were established by the countries’ respective governments to organise and fund cultural
production in Soviet Russia and Maoist China where commerce in art was officially
prohibited (Andrews 2008; Reid 2006). China’s artists’ associations were originally
based on the Soviet model of artists’ unions (Andrews 2008; Kraus 2004), which,
in turn, were based on labour unions. These unions are not unique to communist
regimes – many European countries and the USA also have artists’ unions of their
own.25 But the difference is that in China and Russia these organisations have quickly outgrown the functions of a labour union and have become “centralized agencies
controlling the means of [artistic production] and the instruments of consecration”
(Sapiro 2003). Even today, the variety of activities that these associations perform,
as well as their participation in the lives of artists, is much wider than their Western
European counterparts.
The artists’ associations and academies allowed the governments to group
and control artists and the art they made. The governments provided the artists of
these organisations with a salary and/or access to artistic materials, official status as
an artist, opportunities to exhibit, and studios to work in. As Toepler summarises the
role of the state in the art scenes in Eastern Europe during the Soviet era:
“the supply of artistic and cultural goods and services was plentiful, heavily subsidized, and widely accessible. Artists – as state
employees – enjoyed income and employment security, and the
production of the arts was – in Marxist terms – largely decommodified: that is, freed of market and economic pressures. State
patronage of arts and culture took various forms, including stipends, interest-free loans, and commissions; contracts from the
state, mass organizations, and state-run enterprises; as well as
employment in state arts institutions and schools.” (Toepler
2000, 7)
In exchange artists usually created propaganda, in addition to what looked
like ideologically harmless works for decorating the walls of state organisations, hotels, etc.
Even when commercial art markets started developing in Russia and China,
the official functions of the OAOs remained, at least on paper, by and large the same.
In Russia, the main official aims of the unions, according to their charters, are providing economic, social, and legal support to artists as well as the development of
25

See for example, the list of European organisations that are members of the International Association of Art < http://www.iaa-europe.eu/information.htm>.
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cultural awareness of Russian nationals and international relationships with other
cultural institutions. In China, the official aims of artists’ associations are grander,
such as academic research and “serving society.” The official goals of the academies
in both countries include research, educational and artistic activities, such as establishing standards for good art, creating art and organizing exhibitions (the charter of
the RAA). But whereas in China OAOs are governed, among others, by the ministries
and are, for example, under the Secretariat of the Communist Party’s Central Committee, in Russia this direct connection with the government has been lost. In China,
all OAOs continue to receive direct state funding. In Russia, this is only the case for
the academy; for the unions, direct funding has been discontinued.
In terms of their structure and governance patterns, the OAOs have hardly
changed since pre-market times. All organisations continue to have intricate bureaucratic structures and remain highly hierarchical, with official positions such as presidents, vice-presidents, directors, and deputy directors. The official posts are held by
artists themselves and only minor administrative positions may be performed by employees not related to the arts. Management and support staff of the OAOs (as well as
artists employed at academies) receive regular salaries. Horizontally, unions/associations are subdivided into research sections or departments for different media, types
of art, and/or regions. In both countries, there are official requirements for becoming
a member of an association or employee of an academy, such as having an academic
art education, participation in exhibitions organised by the OAOs, members’ recommendations and/or prizes awarded by the organisation. Selection procedures are multilevel and highly bureaucratised. In general, membership seems easier to obtain in
Russia than in China, where the organisations are more selective.26 All artist members
of unions/associations have to pay annual fees.
In terms of the art that is produced, members almost invariably emphasised
in our interviews that the OAOs have become more open towards different types of
art, including experimental contemporary art forms. Artists associated with OAOs
no longer have to produce propaganda. Nevertheless, most members tend to work
in classical, academic, or realist styles, using traditional media such as oil on canvas
26

Statistical data are difficult to compare for Russia and China. In Russia, the three unions have
about 4,000–6,000, 14,000, and 15,000 current members (including branches across the country). In China, the CAA (excluding local branches, only the central organisation) has admitted
13,261 members in total since 1949, some of whom have since passed away (the organisation has
no statistics on the number of current members). Academies are more elitist: members at the
country level number several hundred. The RAA has about 650 members, whereas employees
of the BFAA, the oldest and most prestigious academy in China, number only thirty, due to strict
selection.
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and, in China, ink on paper. The emphasis remains on the mastery of technique,
rather than on concepts and ideas. As a result, OAO art is looked down upon by outsiders as “outdated” and “not contemporary at all.”
Not only outsiders, also their own members and staff are critical of the OAOs.
In China, for instance, they blamed “the system” for problems in the art world and
insisted that they do not believe in it, as it is suffocating, corrupt, and unfair. Also in
Russia, many artists do not share the OAOs’ goals or values. Union members regularly describe the official art system as “rotten” and claim not to understand “what’s
the purpose of it all.”
VARIETIES OF CAPITALISM, INSTITUTIONAL RESILIENCE , AND
CHANGE
Since the legitimacy of OAOs is highly disputed both by insiders and outsiders in the
Russian and Chinese art worlds today, how can their resilience be explained? Why
is convergence with the global art market model not taking place, despite the supposed inefficiency and other flaws of the organisations? To answer these questions
we loosely rely on institutional theories in (historical) sociology and the varieties of
capitalism (VoC) perspective in political economy (see Hall and Soskice 2001 for a
programmatic statement). These theories have drawn attention to institutional resilience and explained the persistent diversity of organisational structures in advanced
democracies, welfare states or capitalist markets, despite the pressures to converge
to an identical model due to, for instance, globalisation or the spread of neo-liberal
ideologies from the 1980s onwards (cf. Biggart and Guillén 1999; Guillén 2001a; Hall
and Lamont 2013).
The first explanation for the persistence of differences in institutional arrangements which we propose in this chapter is institutional complementarity,
which entails that “various elements of national institutional systems interlock or fit
together only in certain ways, producing a small number of stable national configurations” (Schneiberg 2007: 54). In particular, the presence of one institutional arrangement stabilises, undergirds, or even raises the performance of, or returns available from, another institution (Hall and Gingerich 2009). As a result, the possibilities
for one institution to change are slim, as long as the other institutions which it complements are stable. For instance, Hall and Gingerich have shown how on a national
level complementarities exist between institutions in labour markets, financial markets, and corporate governance arrangements. As a result of these, the deregulation
of labour markets is unlikely to produce positive outcomes in a situation where the
organisation of financial markets remains the same. A second explanation is path
dependency: the notion that contingent historical events set in motion deterministic
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causal processes which account for the reproduction of particular institutional patterns, and result in inertia (Mahoney 2000).
While the VoC approach has been developed as a theory to explain stability,
and has actually been criticised for not acknowledging or accounting for change, we
develop a third explanation which shows that the OAOs’ resilience is not just related to “inherited” complementarities to pre-existing institutional arrangements, but
also to their capacity to adapt to some extent to a new environment through a process of endogenous change (Pierson 2004; Streek and Thelen 2005). This adaptation
process can be seen in terms of what Kathleen Thelen has called institutional conversion, which involves putting existing institutions to new purposes (Thelen 2003,
2004; Thelen and Mahoney 2009). We find that although formally the organisations
did not significantly change in the last decades, informally, new complementarities
to the emerging commercial art market were forged, which further enhanced the
OAOs resilience.
As will become clear in the remainder of the chapter, of these three interconnected explanations for the resilience of OAOs, some are more relevant for the
Chinese art world, while others are more prominent in Russia. Despite the historical
similarities and organisational isomorphism of Chinese and Russian OAOs, the two
countries represent two varieties of cultural capitalism in themselves. The OAOs in
each country resist globalisation as a result of various forces and environmental factors specific to each country.
Our understanding of OAOs is in line with sociological studies of post-socialist markets which point at the existence of parallel economic structures in Eastern
Europe both in the socialist and post-socialist era. Thus, the notion of transition processes from a socialist planned economy, through an institutional vacuum directly
after the collapse of the iron curtain, to a market economy according to the Western
blueprint, is problematized. Instead, these studies point at “the persistence of routines and practices, organizational forms and social ties, that can become assets,
resources, and the basis for credible commitments and coordinated actions in the
post-socialist period” (Stark 1996: 995). In other words, what is happening with the
“emerging markets” in Russia and China cannot be understood as the replacement of
a defunct state-dominated infrastructure by an either more efficient or more legitimate market model adopted from Europe or the USA. The emergence of art markets
amounts to more than the appearance of new actors who sell internationally recognised contemporary art. Instead, it entails mutual adjustment between the new
institutional logic of the market and the old institutional logic of the state bureaucracy (cf. Thornton and Ocasio 2008).
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COMPLEMENTARIT Y WITH STATE BURE AUCR ACIES
One of the main reasons for the OAOs resilience is their complementarity to state
bureaucracies (cf. Amable 2003). This holds in particular for China, where they continue to exist because the Communist Party remained in power and retained funding and support for these organisations.27 The connections with the Chinese state
bureaucracy are so strong that the artists resemble state representatives, providing
a social service on its behalf. Indeed, many interviewees associated with OAOs emphasised that serving society is one of the goals of the OAOs. This may take the form
of creating paintings of, for instance, natural disasters, of “bringing art to people”
by organizing exhibitions, or of providing humanitarian help with the revenue from
selling artworks.
The close proximity to the state can also be observed on a symbolic level
(Figure 4.1). The atmosphere of the official art shows in China resembles that of government events; some artists are hard to distinguish from officials by the way they
look. It is mainly OAO artists and not the more internationally oriented artists who
take part in the art and cultural events sponsored and promoted by the government
(fieldwork observations). As the state and the Communist Party are still powerful and
omnipresent in China, the immediate association of an artist with them commands
prestige, within certain circles. An artist who retired from relatively high positions
both at the BFAA and the CAA said about the latter:
“In name it is a mass organisation, right? But in fact it’s official,
state-funded […] In China, all things official are quite reliable.
That’s why everyone strives to be in the CAA.”
The institutional complementarity between the OAOs and the state bureaucracy materialises in the artworks by OAO artists, which often serve as gifts or
bribes for government officials at different levels. Art recognised by the OAOs, in
other words, can function as a social grease for the state bureaucracy.28 Paintings
are a safer way to bribe an official than an envelope or a watch, as the value of art is
uncertain. On the other hand, since artworks of top OAO artists circulate well on the
market, and their price can easily be looked up in auction results, officials may see
it as a useful present, which is easily convertible into monetary value. In addition,
it is a way to flatter the officials, since in traditional Chinese culture, members of
officialdom were scholar-officials who were themselves highly skilled in poetry and
27

Why the Chinese government continues to support OAOs is outside the scope of this chapter.

28

In her work on the Kazakstan art world Nauruzbayeva (2011) finds similar uses for art as gift within
government circles.
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calligraphy, among other things.
In contrast, in Russia the collapse of the USSR was followed by not only economic but also political reforms. The Communist Party was suspended in 1991, while
regular support of the state for OAOs was almost completely dismantled: only the art
academy continues to receive significant direct funding. Other organisations finance
themselves through the exploitation of a wide variety of resources such as real estate
(exhibition centres, residential buildings, recreation centres, artists’ studios), factories, and stores of artists’ supplies or publishing houses, as well as through applying
for various (often governmental) grants. They inherited these resources in the early
1990s after the collapse of the Soviet Union, when the property of the Artists Union
and Art Academy of the USSR was privatised.29 The resources provide the OAOs with
a considerable degree of financial autonomy, which, in the absence of institutional complementarities, can partly explain their resilience. Their endowments shield
these organisations from cultural and economic pressures, which would have otherwise threatened their survival.
Despite the absence of direct funding, all Russian OAOs still have relationships with cultural administrative organs. The structure of OAOs inherited from the
past, as well as the type of art that is produced by the majority of artist members,
makes them familiar and attractive subjects for various cultural policies. Thus, for
example, individuals and groups of artists can often apply for a governmental grant
or a studio only if they are members of OAOs. While Russian OAOs have these connections, and are perceived by the wider public to be close to the state, in contrast to
China, this proximity does not confer comparable prestige on the artists, since governmental organisations are often perceived as outdated and inefficient. Moreover,
symbolic links to the state are limited and only the highest OAO officials have some
political capital. For the same reason, the practice of offering art by OAO artists as
gifts to government officials is less widespread in Russia. Only the members of the
Russian Academy of Arts and top members of the unions possess enough prestige
to be acknowledged by state bureaucracy and to render their art valuable as a gift.
CHINA: SELEC TION AT THE TOP
Institutional complementarity with the state can be seen as a heritage from the past
that is being eroded (in Russia faster than in China). The resilience of the OAOs has,
however, been safeguarded by the creation of a new form of institutional complementarity, in which interconnections with the market are at stake. Instead of seeing the market as hostile to, or a threat for, the survival of OAOs, we argue that,
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All organisations publish the lists of their property on the official websites and some of them even
publish annual accounting reports.

Figure 4.1. Many cars parked outside the entrance to the China National Academy of Painting
are exclusive luxury vehicles. High-end Audi models are usually perceived as the cars of Chinese
officialdom.

paradoxically, the market has in some respects strengthened their position. In both
countries, OAOs have become part of the market system, albeit in very different
ways. While in China the OAOs are used at the top end of the market as a judgment
or ranking device, in Russia, as will be discussed in the next section, the OAOs have
found a role in supporting artists at the lower end of the market.
When a commercial market for contemporary art started developing in China
in the 1990s, it lacked the cultural infrastructure which consecrates and legitimates
art in Europe and the USA (think of art museums, biennials, or independent art criticism; see, e.g., Bonus and Ronte 1997; Bowness 1990; Bourdieu 1993a; Moulin 1987).
Instead of building this entire infrastructure from scratch, which is a costly and time
consuming enterprise, participants in the market partly rely on pre-existing structures including the OAOs. Thus, the OAOs survival became ensured in a process of
institutional bricolage, where new arrangements (i.e. a market infrastructure) were
developed by incorporating parts of pre-existing arrangements.
Outside the circle of internationalised, global art, the OAOs became and to
some extent still are, almost by default, the only organisations to provide structure
to the market, consecrate artists, and by doing so create hierarchies among them.
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Those roles to some extent still cannot be readily replaced by other organisations.
To put it in the words of the French sociologist Lucien Karpik, the honours bestowed
by these organisations function as a “judgment device” in a market for singularities,
where the quality of works of art is uncertain and buyers therefore face a “cognitive
deficit” (Karpik 2010). The official positions that artists occupy in the OAO hierarchies, as well as the awards and prizes that they receive from them, contribute to
reducing this deficit; they are perceived by potential buyers as quality or status signals (Podolny 2005). The strength of the signalling effect of the Chinese OAOs was
explained by an administrative worker at one of the academies as follows:
“[An academy employment] has influence [on the market], a big influence. Because the academy is a brand. It is like a big brand behind
an artist. [Works by] the academy’s artists are always good. This is
the difference between those within and outside the system. At least,
the level is different. Beijing Academy is a standard. It’s different for
those outside the system. If you are outside, until they get to know
you, they have no way to evaluate you. They might need a very long
time to be able to evaluate whether this artist is good or bad.”
Apart from facilitating sales, membership may push up prices, since they are
linked to one’s official position (Figures 4.1 and 4.2). Even an employee with merely
administrative duties who paints in his free time admitted in an interview to having
raised his prices once he started working at an art academy. The prices reflect the
ranks especially well for traditional Chinese painting and calligraphy by living artists, in a coordinated, almost bureaucratic fashion. An employee of the China Calligraphers Association explained that the price for “regular members” is:
“1,000 RMB per square chi.30 Then, one level higher there is a director […], a director is maybe 5,000. Then another level higher is a
vice chairman, a vice chairman of China Calligraphers Association.
A vice chairman is maybe 20,000. Another level higher there is an
adviser, maybe 30,000. This is approximately the difference. If he
did not enter the association, if he was not a member of the China
Calligraphers Association, his calligraphy might have no value.”
Artists turn out to be well aware of the signalling function of the organisations. In order to advertise their official status, they put their ranks or memberships
most visibly on their name cards, booklets showcasing their work, CVs, and webpages
30
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1 chi equals 1/3 of a metre; 1,000 RMB approximately at the time equaled 115 euros.

(Figure 4.3). Because of the status-effect of rank on prices and sales, and because of
many other privileges associated with these ranks, many artists want to get to the
top of the hierarchy. As one artist who holds no official position said: “So why do they
want to become presidents of artists’ associations? Their prices would rocket.” Or as
an owner of a white cube contemporary art gallery put it: “You heard about a story in
Shanxi province? In the calligraphy association there is one, there is [sic] two, three,
directors and 14 vice directors. 14 vice directors!”
In fact, positions at OAOs are so widely coveted, that they have become commodified and possess clear market value. As is widely known in China, and as was
confirmed in the interviews with artist members and employees of the OAOs, positions in associations in particular, such as the CCA, are up for sale. The (unofficial)
price for a regular membership is approximately 250,000–300,000 RMB,31 according
to an employee of the CCA. Artists are willing to pay such high prices as an investment. Since membership increases prices and sales for Chinese OAO calligraphers,
they earn their money back “in no time”.
The commodification of positions within OAOs indicates that artists regard
them in a rather opportunistic way. Indeed, many who hold or covet such positions,
do so without endorsing the OAOs’ organisational values. They may even be highly
critical of them. In some cases, internationally successful artists become involved
with the OAOs because it enables them to, for instance, be affiliated with art schools
or to remain on good terms with the government. One internationally famous Chinese artist, who has had solo shows at such top contemporary art events as the Venice
Biennale, is also a member of an artists’ association, as he mentioned rather casually
during an interview. He became a member in order to accept a post at an art academy
some years ago and has remained a member since:
“It doesn’t matter, I forgot about this, forgot about this. It’s like when yougo to a restaurant, and sometimes you spend a bit more and they give you
a VIP card, a membership card. And then someone asks, are you a member there? This is not important, right? […] At the time it had its use,
and if you go to that restaurant again, they will give you a discount.”
Note that the status signal of membership in an OAO may not be permanent.
Once the artist leaves the academy, for instance, because of retirement, or is not
re-elected as a president of an association, the signal in many cases fades and his price
level plummets.32 Moreover, the signal has far from universal value within the Chinese
31

At the time, approximately 30,000–36,000 euros.
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We do not expect this to happen to artists whose careers do not depend on their official positions
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Figure 4.2. Landscape painting (2005, 97x180 cm) by Wang Mingming, sold at the China Guardian
auction for 5,175,000 RMB (610,000 euros) in October 2012. Wang ranked 24th on Artprice’s 2012–
2013 list of the world’s top contemporary artists. He holds many official positions. Image courtesy
of BFAA.33

art world but is confined to the official, government circuit. It is, however, shared by
the majority of the general public, to whom the OAOs are much more familiar than the
museums and other organisations of the global art world. This is because of historic
reasons and because of the wider presence of the OAOs in general Chinese media.
The strength of the status signal is determined partially by its scarcity.
During the interviews, representatives of several Chinese OAOs emphasised the
very strict selection processes for membership, involving multiple committees and
complicated procedures. Moreover, the signalling function is confined to artists’
organisations that are linked to the government.34 Newly created non-governmental
organisations, established by artists or companies, such as Gongbi Painting Association and Rongbaozhai Fine Arts Academy, do not come close to commanding the
same prestige as OAOs.
only, such as the realist painters Wang Yidong and Ai Xuan.
33

Wang is, among other positions, chairman of the BAA, vice chairman of the CAA, dean of the
BFAA, and vice chairman of Beijing People’s Association of Friendship with Foreign Countries. He
is also a member of the Standing Committee of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC) National Committee, a political advisory body in the People’s Republic of China.
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It is no coincidence that both the BFAA and the CAA interviewees talked with pride about China’s
Prime Ministers’ role in establishing these organisations, which, according to them, showed the
official endorsement.

90

For these very reasons, the Russian OAOs fail to provide an elaborate system of status signals for the art market and do not function as a judgement device
for buyers of art. As previously stated, the link with the government has been loosened in Russia, while the number of signals sent by the OAOs are abundant. First of
all, the unions openly claim an inclusive policy of membership and even compete
for numbers of members among each other. As a result, membership itself is hardly
considered status-enhancing. Moreover, the medals and awards that unions and art
academies in Russia give out, or the governmental titles that they apply for on behalf
of their artists, are hardly exclusive either. As a president of one OAO expressed it:
“Through our artists’ union people obtain the titles: “Honoured
Artist of Russia,” “People’s Artists of Russia”. We can apply for any
governmental awards, diplomas, for any highest awards and our
requests are put in the list of requests, which are considered and
complied with.”
In December 2012, while working in their archive, we observed the pre-New
Year’s Eve meetings of several sections in one of the artists’ unions. The frequent topic
of lively discussions was medals and diplomas. It sounded as if they were dividing corporate New Year presents available for everybody. Artists were ironically shamed for
not applying for a medal or for forgetting to collect it on time. This bestowing of awards
in Russia seems to be primarily a matter of common ritual, whereas it is part of a strict
selection process in China. As a result, awards from Russian unions send out weak status signals. Their impact on sales and prices is therefore weak as well. Only the highest
positions in the Russian OAOs, occupied by artists who seem to have rather active art markets, do provide considerable status and commercial benefits.
RUSSIA: WELFARE AT THE BOT TOM
Why do Russian artists remain affiliated with the OAOs, in spite of the fact that ties
to the government have been severed and membership hardly confers prestige? The
main answer is that they provide a variety of everyday, mundane benefits for their
members. The majority of Russian artists, and in particular the “official” artists who
were educated and started making art during the Soviet era, cannot support themselves in the market alone. Therefore, they have remained actively involved with the
OAOs. It is, in other words, the market’s very weakness that has provided the OAOs
with a continued reason for existence. Thus, the logic of art associations in Russia
resembles that of welfare organisations, based on entitlements of artists to at least
some minimal form of support. Indeed, the social insecurity of the artistic profession
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is still the central organising idea for the artists’ unions in Russia, as it used to be
for their forerunners in the Soviet era (Lazarev 1979: 107-109). Economic resources
owned by OAOs enable them to realise their main function, which is not to provide
status on top of the hierarchy, but to provide support at the bottom. A functional
type of path dependency here safeguards the reproduction of the OAOs. The organisations are embedded in a larger system (i.e. the Russian art world) in which they play
functional roles (Mahoney 2000: 519).
One of the main sources of support that the OAOs provide is exhibition opportunities. This is important for their members since most of the new, Western-style
commercial galleries, which have opened in Russia since the 1990s, are not interested
in their work. As an artists’ union official mentions: “For many of the artists this annual exhibition may be the only one during the year. So they try to invite everybody
they know with the hope to sell anything” (head of a section in an OAO).35 Union
members also tend to exhibit and sell their work in salons operating at municipal
exhibition halls, which retain strong relationships with OAOs and almost exclusively
exhibit (and sell) art by union members. The salons are not private, and municipal
halls have to ask for permission from the local department of culture to open a commercial office. Artworks sold there represent the lower end of artistic production,
approaching the level of artworks sold on open stalls near tourist attractions.
Regular membership in a union, moreover, provides access to various kinds
of resources, including commissions from the state or publishing houses, legal support, assistance in applying for grants, free studios or travel passports and visas,
and entries in catalogues, which the unions print on a regular basis. In addition,
the OAOs provide a sense of community and companionship with likeminded people
who are critical of the directions contemporary art has taken in Russia. A specific
understanding of what good art is – realist paintings made using traditional, academic techniques – serves as a foundation for the “we-feeling” of OAO artists, and
enables these artists to engage in boundary work vis-à-vis artists working in contemporary avant-garde styles (Lamont and Molnár 2002). Even just getting together
in the unions is considered to empower otherwise weak individual artists to overcome “common hardships”: according to OAO officials, sometimes artist members
35

Although not strictly operated by the OAOs, art produced by the artist members of the OAOs today is often sold through galleries specialised in union-art. These galleries use extensive regalia of
artists as their marketing tools and are frequently run by the members of the unions. They often
buy art from artists instead of working on a consignment basis. These galleries prefer to work with
paintings (or graphics) and present a mix of works made by nineteenth- or twentieth-century
deceased artists as well as contemporary artists working in similar styles.
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Figure 4.3. Despite being far from the top of the OAO hierarchy, this artist showcases his official
positions and diplomas on the door to his shop/studio in Liulichang, Beijing.
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pay themselves for renting exhibition spaces and for publishing catalogues. In these
cases, what one artist cannot afford, an “association of thousands” can afford easily
and “of better quality”.
Membership also functions as a proof of official artistic status, which in turn
makes artists eligible for a variety of activities. As an artist and vice-president of an
OAO explained:
“Many artists need to get commissions at some other regions than
in their towns. For this they must have some tangible proof that they
are artists […] In a way our union gives the only possibility for many
of them to regularly and frequently exhibit in different regions of
Russia and to publish their works [in catalogues]. […] With publications in such albums they already can go to their local governments and say: “Yes, I am an artist, my works are published, here is
everything about me.” With this they appear as real and functioning
artists.”
Like their Chinese colleagues, some Russian artists approach the OAOs in
highly opportunistic terms, without endorsing their values. Some artists continue
to participate in the OAO exhibitions in order to receive some of the organisations’
benefits. When one of the most commercially successful artists in Russia was unexpectedly elected as a member of the Russian Academy of Arts, he “did not turn down”
the new position because he thought it might somehow be useful in future. Or as
another artist, who has been a member of an OAO since 1997, explained:
“Well, through the Moscow Union of Artists I try to get a studio.
This is why I always participate in their exhibitions, though it is all
horribly boring and I have to overcome myself all the time, anyway.
[…] These vistavkomi [exhibition committees] are something monstrous. There sit all these boring greybeards, all moth-eaten, who
say: “I don’t like your work.” I mean those who select artworks for
these exhibitions. They need a place to play big bosses. Horrible,
even flies die there.”
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
The overarching argument of this chapter has been that the world of art commerce is
not flat, to put it in popular terms. Local contexts, in our case populated by organisations that existed before the emergence of commercial art markets, continue to be
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part of art worlds. In spite of the pressures of cultural globalisation, in spite of the
diffusion of the very notion of contemporary art, and in spite of the proliferation of
a global market model dominated by white cube gallery spaces, glamorous art fairs,
and high profile art auctions, these organisations have managed to survive.
Inspired by a rich tradition in political economy, we advocate a “varieties of
cultural capitalism” approach to art markets. The upshot of such an analysis is that
convergence in the way commerce in art is organised and coordinated is unlikely to
take place. Instead, varieties of organisational models and coordination schemes are
resilient in local art markets because of path-dependent processes and institutional
complementarities.
Although the two countries studied in this chapter are similar, given the
shared socialist/communist background of the OAOs and their isomorphic organisational set-up, they represent two varieties of cultural capitalism in themselves.
The reasons, as we show in this chapter, have to do with different local contexts,
which in turn result in different institutional complementarities and path-dependent trajectories. While in Russia, complementarity of OAOs with the state is limited,
in China it is more pronounced. OAOs enjoy a different degree of prestige in Russia
and China. This affects the opportunities that they provide to their artist members
and their positions vis-à-vis the art markets and the broader art worlds. In China, the
official art organisations are closely related to the state, which commands prestige
and becomes a powerful resource of the OAOs. Chinese OAOs position themselves as
exclusive and strictly academic, denying any direct links with the art market. However, because Chinese artists affiliated with these organisations enjoy high status and
are very successful in the market, the OAOs have been reconsidered and appropriated
as a judgment device by groups of buyers. The irony here is that while a commercial
market has developed, actors fall back on the bureaucratic logic of OAOs in order to
valorise the work destined for this market. Within this logic, a higher official rank
can be equated with higher artistic and economic value.
In contrast, in Russia, where access to organisations is easier and relatively informal, and links to the state do not necessarily provide prestige, affiliated
artists generally play a marginal role in the market. Therefore, the role and status of the state in the two countries indirectly (rather than directly through laws
and regulations) influences the market opportunities of particular artists and the
functioning of the market in general. In Russia, OAOs create a supportive environment for artists with poor market possibilities and at the same time offer a range
of benefits, even for those artists who do not share their values. Despite the weak
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position of OAO artists in the Russian art world, the organisations survive as they
are financially sustainable and can function rather autonomously from the outer
art world, creating an alternative internal system of economic relations. Finally, in
both Russia and China, artists support the resilience of the OAOs by being involved
in them – actively (while pursuing their goals) or passively (by simply staying).
The resilience of OAOs does not mean that they have not changed at all. In
fact, their survival is partially conditioned by adaptation: new complementarities
involving OAOs have developed as institutions actually begin to partially alter their
functions for individual artists and the art system as a whole. We cannot exclude the
possibility that in the future the change mechanisms may outweigh the path reproduction mechanisms, which would result in structural changes for the organisations
themselves. For instance, during our fieldwork in China, we heard rumours that the
government was thinking about stopping funding for the OAOs and making them
financially self-reliant, in line with many other Chinese cultural industries. But as
the Russian example shows, this is unlikely to result in a sudden demise of those
organisations.
Although the OAOs of the two countries we have focused on in this chapter
may be rather specific because of their socialist/communist origins and bureaucratic
nature, it is safe to say that to some extent each region, country, or in some cases even
city, may have its own variety of cultural capitalism, i.e. its own institutionalised
ways of conducting and organising commercial transactions in art. Indeed, artists’
unions are to be found in many countries in Europe as well and, at least historically,
managed to exercise some influence on the organisation of local art worlds. Varieties
of cultural capitalism may also result from a wide variety of factors including specific
legal frameworks governing the art trade, wider business cultures and ethics, import
and export restrictions regarding art, welfare state arrangements, which impact (the
formation of) economic elites, or the historical dominance of specific intermediaries
such as auction houses in local art markets. The resilience of these institutions and
organisations may be attributed to thick, heavily institutionalised ties to and complementarities with powerful organisations, but may also be attributed to “thin,”
everyday, banal reproduction processes related to the costs and benefits that they
have for participants.
The current discourse about art commerce, whether in the media, among
academics, or among market participants themselves, is dominated by the glamorous
global art market, characterised by multimillion dollar prices, populated by high net
worth individuals, located in New York and London, and is manifested in thrilling
auction sales and powerhouse dealers such as Larry Gagosian or David Zwirner. By
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contrast, the upshot of our analysis is that to understand how art is traded around
the globe, more attention to local varieties of cultural capitalism is warranted.
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5. The Art Market Upside Down: Valuation
Practices and the Function of Auctions
in the Emerging Chinese Market
New markets are constantly created around the world, be it markets for novel products or markets in new geographical locations. Sociologists have argued that markets
are complex arenas of social interaction. For a market to function, it should be clear
for market participants how to cooperate, compete and resolve value uncertainty in
this market (Aspers 2009; Aspers and Beckert 2011; Beckert 1996; Beckert 2009; Fligstein 2001b; Karpik 2010). Institutions, networks and cognitive structures need to
be created in new markets to solve these “coordination problems” (Beckert 2009).
Sociologists studying market emergence have primarily focused on the production
side of markets (Fligstein 2001b; White 1981). They have shown how competition and
cooperation are ordered as markets emerge (Fligstein 2001b; White 1981). For new
markets to work, institutions and judgment devices (Karpik 2010) to resolve value
uncertainty also need to be created. The issue of value draws attention to the demand
side of markets (cf. Beckert 2009: 253). This article explores: how is value constructed
and judged in emerging markets? What entities assume the role of judgment devices
in emerging markets?
This article analyses valuation practices in an emerging cultural market:
China’s market for contemporary art. This is an excellent case to study valuation in
emerging markets. The value problem is especially pronounced in markets of cultural
products, such as artworks, that lack clear quality standards, and therefore require
structures and devices to judge value (Caves 2000; Hutter and Throsby 2011; Karpik
2010; Moulin 1987; Peterson 1997; Plattner 1996; Velthuis 2005; Yogev 2010). China’s art market has existed for only a few decades, yet it is one of the world’s largest
(McAndrew 2014), which suggests the presence of valuation mechanisms. My study
of the Chinese market, of which there is currently scant sociological research, shows
that its set-up and valuation practices differ from established markets in Europe and
the USA (Horowitz 2010; Moulin 1987; Velthuis 2005). It thus presents a comparative
case that provides insights about valuation in emerging markets that would be difficult to obtain in a single context.
Surprising valuation mechanisms, market roles and practices can be found
in China’s contemporary art market. In particular, the role of auction houses differs
strikingly from that in established markets in Europe and the USA (Velthuis 2005).
My in-depth fieldwork has revealed that auction houses are ubiquitous in the Chinese
98

contemporary art world, and appear in contexts where their presence would be considered illegitimate in the international art world. The most remarkable aspect about
Chinese auctions, which many observers of China’s art market have noted, is that
in addition to older artworks by established artists, new artworks and artworks by
unestablished artists, can be traded there (Pollack 2010; Velthuis 2011). These practices depart sharply from the convention in art markets across the world, which holds
that such art(ists) should not be auctioned (Velthuis 2005). This indicates a different
division of labour among the intermediaries, and different valuation and marketing
strategies than in the established markets.
The central “puzzle” of this article concerns valuation in new markets. It
focuses on the reasons behind the practices and roles that organisations in an emerging market assume. More specifically, it asks why some organisations have a different
role and a more central identity in an emerging market compared with established
markets: why does new art and art produced by unestablished artists appear at auction in China? Drawing upon valuation literature in economic sociology, and indepth interview and ethnographic data collected in the Chinese market for contemporary art, I demonstrate that auction houses are used as judgment devices because
this market is new. It lacks experienced consumers and trusted valorising structures.
This suggests that in new markets, valuation can be organised differently than in
established markets. In new markets, visible organisations that have a stable position
in the market and that provide overt signals may act as a judgment device. This analysis also develops Karpik’s theory of judgment devices (2010). I argue that it is useful
to study judgment devices in connection with their institutional environment. By
going beyond a typology of judgment devices and looking at judgment devices as situated in broader fields (Beckert and Musselin 2013) I show how and why an entity becomes a judgment device and highlight the temporary character of judgment devices.
Valuation practices in a new market are especially visible in an emerging market for contemporary art. However, similar dynamics may be found in
other new markets. This analysis therefore contributes to the sociology of markets and the sociology of valuation. In addition, it provides building blocks for
a more general theory of emerging markets and furthers the understanding of
valuation dynamics and judgement devices in new markets. It suggests that as
new markets emerge across the world, we can expect their institutional configurations to differ from established markets. Judgment devices can be expected to be contingent on the institutional environment and thus differ from established markets at an earlier stage, but to change as a new market evolves.
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METHODS AND DEFINITIONS
This study relies on ten months of ethnographic fieldwork conducted primarily in
Beijing, the centre of the Chinese contemporary art world, during the period 2012–
2014. I conducted 140 semi-structured interviews mostly in Beijing (n=128), but also
in Shanghai, Hong Kong and the Netherlands, with dealers (n=48), artists (n=38), collectors (n=15), auction house representatives (n=12), art critics, curators and museum
representatives (n=11), art fair representatives (n=5), and other art market participants, including art journalists, art funds, etc. (n=11).36 Rich interview and ethnographic data are arguably most appropriate to understand the intricacies of market
functioning. Comprehensive statistical data on whether an auction is the first place
where artworks are sold are not readily available. In addition, it would be difficult to
determine the reasons behind the auction practices based on such data. Interviewees
were all participants in the mainland Chinese contemporary art world. They were recruited by a combination of a snowballing method and approaching market actors at
art galleries, auctions and art events. To enable generalisation, the sampling aimed
to maximise variety in terms of age, sex, length of presence in the market, level of
symbolic and economic success, and international experience and exposure. The
sample thus covered the range from internationally famous actors to those who were
only starting their careers locally. Some of these actors collaborated with each other, which allowed for triangulation. The relatively small number of collectors interviewed is due to the difficulties of access. However, interviews with these collectors,
supplemented by and triangulated with other data, allow us to draw conclusions.
The interviews were aimed at understanding the roles of auction houses and
valuation and judgment devices, as well as the institutional composition and workings of the Chinese contemporary art market more generally. Substantial attention
was devoted to discussing practices and attitudes concerning auctions and auctioning
new artworks and artworks of unestablished artists. The topic of auctions emerged
inductively because my respondents often started talking about auctions without
prompting, and because of their ubiquity in the field and unusual role. Valuation was
often connected with auctions, which led me to focus more on valuation and judgment devices. If interviewees did not bring up the topic of auctions themselves, it was
introduced by me. Artists, art critics, collectors, galleries and others were invited to
elaborate on their past experiences with auctions, their own or their artists’ auction
results, and on their decision-making regarding the extent of engagement with auctions. Artists, for example, were asked to relate and reflect on their auction history.
Various actors were also asked to talk about how they, their peers and collaborators
36
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For market actors with several roles, only the dominant role has been counted.

make judgements about artistic and economic value. Those who denied having had
direct encounters with auction houses, nevertheless expressed their stance towards
them. Auction house interviewees were asked about their market practices and attitudes in general, and about their experiences with and attitudes towards auctioning
works by new art(ists) in particular. Interviews with young artists proved especially
important as they turned out to be the best informants on how to establish oneself
and the value of one’s work in the market.
Interviews usually lasted between one and two hours and were conducted
in Mandarin Chinese (n=113), English (n=22), Dutch (n=2), or Chinese/English (n=3),
depending on an interviewee’s preference. All translations from Chinese and Dutch
are mine, English interviews are quoted directly. All 140 interviews (with two exceptions) were audio-recorded. The interview transcriptions and fieldnotes were analysed inductively by developing codes that focused on auction-related practices and
attitudes of various market actors, and construction and judgment of value by various actors. Triangulation of data from different types of actors was crucial to ensure
validity.
All interviewees were engaged with contemporary art, defined as artworks
created by living artists after the late 1970s and grounded in the “Western” artistic
tradition. This article primarily concerns paintings, which are the main commodity sold at contemporary art auctions both internationally and in China (McAndrew
2014). Although it is even more common to auction new artworks in traditional
styles, such as mountain-water ink paintings or traditional calligraphy, such art has
been excluded from consideration. This is because the dynamics of this traditional,
more local art market circuit partly differ. As the Hong Kong art market developed
and functions differently, it also lies outside this article’s scope.
I conducted fieldwork at auction previews and during auctions at eight different auction houses during the period 2012–2014. Typically, I would first visit auction
previews and then sit through contemporary art auctions on one of the following
days. Observations at numerous galleries, art fairs, museums, artists’ homes and studios were held over a period of ten months to discern the overall structure and functioning of the market and to understand when and how auctions are positioned and
evoked. Numerous conversations with various art market actors in the contemporary
art world in Beijing, and an additional 40 interviews with artists, dealers and other
actors engaged with recent artworks in traditional Chinese styles, also helped to further my understanding of the contemporary art market and the role of auctions in
China. The study was also informed by consulting archival sources, art periodicals,
published interviews and media reports, as well as auction databases and catalogues,
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which were used as additional sources of data, to prepare interview guides and for
triangulation.
AUC TIONS IN THE EMERGING CHINESE MARKET
AND INTERNATIONALLY
In the global art market model, contemporary art is first sold on the primary market through a commercial gallery or a dealer (Velthuis 2005; White and White 1965)
(Figure 5.1). Auction houses usually only feature in the resale or secondary market,
and only a small percentage of artworks by living artists are sold at auction (Velthuis
2011). Such artworks have been sold previously, and these artists normally have established reputations. For young artists, dealers try to prevent artworks from being
auctioned too soon by signing contracts with buyers that forbid them to auction artworks in the first years after the purchase.
An important reason for avoiding auctions is that art value is highly uncertain and contingent on trust, and prices have a signalling function in the market
(Moulin 1987; Plattner 1996; Velthuis 2005). Auction prices are unpredictable and
can disrupt the stable pricing of an artist, which, in turn, exacerbates uncertainty
about economic and artistic value, which is detrimental to an artist’s career (Velthuis 2005). An artwork that fails to sell is especially dangerous as it strongly signals
a lack of confidence in the artist. Dealers control prices and build artists’ reputations through non-commercial means (Becker 1982; Bystryn 1978; Caves 2000; Crane
1987; Moulin 1987). Artistic worth and economic value are established and assessed
through past gallery exhibitions, prizes, museum acquisitions and art critics’ writings (Yogev 2010).
Another reason why artists and dealers avoid auction houses is to convey
disinterestedness in economic gains. In the international art market, it is considered illegitimate to place new art(ists) in an overtly commercial commodity context
(Appadurai 1986). This would lead to low symbolic capital and hamper reaping economic benefits in the long run (Bourdieu 1993c). Artists do not deal directly with
auction houses, or at least, not openly, with a few exceptions (Lena and Levin 2009;
Velthuis 2011). Galleries present themselves as interested in art and in long-term
artistic careers, and construct distance between themselves and “parasitic” auction houses with their commerce-oriented, short-term mentality (Velthuis 2005).
This is in sharp contrast with the Chinese market. Although it consists of
the same main types of players, which interact in similar ways, some of their practices are different (Figure 5.2). Auctions can be mentioned in a speech at a gallery
opening, routinely exhibit on a par with galleries at art fairs, and auction house
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Figure 5.1. Auctions in the European and US (or international) contemporary art markets.

Figure 5.2. Auctions in China’s contemporary art market.
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representatives can be judges in artistic contests, all illegitimate practices in the
international art world. At Chinese auctions, in addition to established artists and
artworks that are being resold, one can find artworks created by an artist in their
twenties just months prior to the sale. As became clear from my interviews and observations, some artists consign their artworks to auction directly, bypassing the
gallery scene, and some galleries sell new works by young artists by auctioning them
instead of selling from their space. An artist’s works from the same series can be
simultaneously found at auction and in a gallery. Auction houses work with young
artists, even by cooperating with art academies to organise sales exclusively devoted
to works by recent art academy graduates.
From an economic perspective, auctions are better suited than galleries for
finding buyers and determining prices (Smith 1989; Velthuis 2011). It could then be
argued that it is the European and the US art markets that are anomalous. Yet, a common narrative among those Chinese market participants who are aware of “Western”
art markets workings, also among auction house representatives, is that “auction
houses are doing the galleries’ job” and that the Chinese market is “upside down”.
Interviews reveal that many of China’s galleries, artists, and art critics, especially those active internationally, do not approve of, or engage in, auctioning new
art(ists). However, it is remarkable that these practices exist at all, as there is little
evidence of them or such large numbers of auctions in many other countries. While
acknowledging the diversity of practices in the Chinese art market, this paper zooms
in on these distinct practices and the market participants who engage in them.
THE INSTITUTIONAL ENVIRONMENT OF A NEW MARKET IN
CHINA
To understand why auction houses are active in the primary market, one needs to
take into account the institutional environment of China’s contemporary art market.
This market has only existed for about two decades, and most actors have been active
in it for a much shorter time. It lacks a stable infrastructure for consecrating art that
could equip buyers with judgment devices (Bourdieu 1993b; Karpik 2010). My interviews and observations reveal that local contemporary art museums and art critics
do not enjoy a high status in the Chinese art world. Most respondents, including galleries, art critics, artists and collectors, were dismissive, and complained about their
incompetence and corruption. It is widely known that museum exhibitions and favourable art critical writings can be arranged for a fee (Figure 5.3). As a collector said
about one of the most well-known Beijing contemporary art museums, “anyone can
exhibit there”. Contemporary art museums have mushroomed in recent years, but
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they are mostly private, with no stable management, funding, permanent reputable
collections, or strong academic programs. My interviewees were routinely sceptical
about their sustainability. As one collector said, “museums’ influence is very weak”.
Exhibitions and publications in China fail to provide strong signals of quality. Although there are hundreds of commercial galleries in China (McAndrew 2014),
they do not succeed in serving as judgment devices either. One collector, for example,
said he was not opposed to buying from galleries in principle, but good serious galleries in mainland China, according to him, are “way too few, they all are hurrying
today to earn tomorrow’s money”. The usual gatekeepers in the art world – galleries,
museums and art critics – which Karpik (2010: 46) would call “cicerones”, do not succeed in reducing consumers’ cognitive deficits. The Venice Biennial, MoMA and other institutions structure the international market and indicate the value of Chinese
artists with international careers. However, the lack of similarly strong judgment
devices domestically makes it difficult for novice buyers to navigate the Chinese art
world.
The contemporary art market in China is dominated by novice consumers.
China’s transition towards a market economy since 1979 has led to the emergence of
a new economic elite, who entered the art market (Davis and Wang 2009). According
to my interviews, they seek to buy art for a number of often interconnected reasons,
including for investment, as decoration, as a show of status, and as bribes (cf. Belk
1995; Moulin 1987). Following Karpik (2010), all art consumers, regardless of their
motivations, need to assess value.
Contemporary art only emerged in China in the late 1970s. It is largely absent from school curricula and mainstream media, and there were few opportunities to view exhibitions before the 2000s. As a result, it remains unfamiliar to many
Chinese, according to many of my interviewees. Although some of art buyers are
savvy in the Chinese antiques market, they discovered contemporary art only recently. Some collectors admit to their lack of understanding, such as a well-known
collector who said: “I don’t have vision where it comes to art, if you let me distinguish good from bad, I think my ability to judge isn’t strong, because I didn’t study
art”. In what follows, I show that this institutional environment of a new market, characterised by a lack of trusted judgment devices and a lack of experienced
consumers, resulted in the role of auctions in the primary market. This happened
because under these conditions, the auctions’ stable presence in the market and
their strong price and quality signals led to them being used as a judgment device.
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Figure 5.3. Today Art Museum, Beijing, 2017. Generally considered the best contemporary art
museum in Beijing, it also rents out space for exhibitions.

AUC TIONS AS A JUDGMENT DE VICE IN
THE NEW MARKET ENVIRONMENT
STABILIT Y AND STRENGTH
Auctions are used a major judgment device, because others are perceived as unprofessional and inexperienced. Most of my interviewees, not just auction houses and
collectors, but also artists, art critics, and even galleries, perceived the position of
auction houses to be more solid and prominent than that of other contemporary art
world organisations. All collectors I interviewed bought at auction at least at some
point. Those aspiring to collect art start with auctions. As a gallerist, who is also a
collector, said:
“Why are Chinese auctions now better off than galleries? Economically, they are stronger, not helpless like galleries. Many people work
with auctions because they are big, they have authority.”
This view is also reflected in other interviews where interviewees referred to
auctions as “hot/flourishing”, or “influential”, whereas galleries were presented as
“weak” and “pitiful” (cf. Aspers 2009).
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One reason why auctions are viewed as more reliable by some buyers is that
historically auctions entered the market earlier than commercial galleries and in a
more visible way, and have maintained a more stable presence in the market. Contemporary art galleries only began to proliferate in the 2000s, whereas auction houses have been highly active and popular in mainland China since the early 1990s,
when the market had just started developing. Throughout the 1990s, auction houses
enjoyed government backing. From the very beginning they have mainly traded in
traditional Chinese art and antiques – by far the main commodities in the Chinese
art market (McAndrew 2014). This allowed them to gain popularity among Chinese
buyers early on. In the 1990s, some auction houses even charged admission fees in
order “to restrict the audience to manageable proportions” (Dewar 1995). By contrast, contemporary art galleries only sell contemporary art and never antiques or
traditional art. They appeared later and enjoy no government support.
Some respondents, including artists and dealers, who otherwise distance
themselves from auctions, claimed that high auction prices originally drew the attention of the nouveaux riches and general public to contemporary art. According to
a reputable and internationally active Chinese artist, auction prices
“…have played a very big role in attracting attention in society
to art. Because most people did not know about art, and through
auctions they now not only learned that art exists, they also slowly
started thinking or learning about art.”
Auctions’ early presence was often evoked by respondents when they discussed the leading role of auctions in the market. Even museum and gallery directors
pointed out that auction houses were the first to enter the market, whereas museums
and galleries are relatively immature. One gallerist-cum-collector said:
“I won’t just trust a gallery. Why? Because “798”[art district] with
its contemporary art, has only existed for 10 years, so [galleries] are
too young and can’t instil trust.”
Galleries, in general, are perceived as young and unstable and, unlike in other art markets, fail to act as judgment devices. Many art market actors, including collectors, but also artists, art critics and even dealers themselves, perceive the majority
of galleries (they usually named a few exceptions) as unprofessional and untrustworthy to provide sound advice. They point out that many such galleries are unable
to survive. During my fieldwork I witnessed one gallery, for example, open and close
within half a year (Figure 5.4). In other words, galleries that have only existed for a
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few years have not accumulated symbolic capital, which would allow them to attract
buyers. Their future and current status is unclear: as an art fair director put it, many
people “don’t know about galleries and which art is in which galleries”.

Figure 5.4. Opening of an exhibition at the Art Alliance gallery in the “798” art district, 2013.
The gallery opened and closed within a few months, during the period of my fieldwork.

In contrast, a curator, who has been active in the Chinese art world since
the mid-1990s, and is now responsible for putting together a large private collection,
recalled how auctions have been successful in narrowing down the choice for buyers
from the start:
“In the 1990s some people started having money, and the market
appeared. A lot of rich people couldn’t judge these oil paintings and
paintings by living artists. Because they hadn’t seen [art] for such a
long time. All of a sudden there is this market, all these artworks in
front of you. Whose works to buy? Whose works not to buy? Whose
works are good? Why are these works not good? They didn’t know
how to judge, because they didn’t have dealers, or advisors, nobody.
And then they believed, because they are all doing markets, doing
economics, so they thought, I’ll buy at auction. So they went to auc108

tions, and auctions helped them choose. Out of 2,000 artists they
selected 50. And they thought, let auctions help me choose, they’ve
already done a preselection. They cannot choose on their own, so
they believe auction houses. So starting from then, auctions have
had a leading function in the development of the market.”
Galleries were less successful in resolving buyers’ uncertainty. As she continued:
“Then galleries appeared only after 2000, so galleries came later
than auctions. When galleries appeared, these people thought, okay,
I don’t have to go to auctions, I’ll just go to galleries, it’s cheap and
it’s good. That’s how they thought. But when they came to galleries,
every gallery had about a dozen artists’ works displayed there. And
all galleries said their artists were the best. They come in, and think,
wow, yours are great, they go to another one, and think, yours are
also great. And every gallery tells them theirs are the best. In the
end they got dizzy. They didn’t know who to believe, who to listen to.
And they couldn’t choose on their own. Forget it, they thought, I’ll
return to auctions. […] Auctions were born prematurely, and now
because of that galleries have birth defects. Haha.”
Auction houses worked directly with living artists from the start. China
Guardian, for example, has auctioned artworks by living artists since 1994, with a
significant proportion of artworks being new. As there were virtually no galleries
in the 1990s, auction houses that wished to sell contemporary art had to approach
artists directly for consignments. The structure of the field has since changed considerably. It is mostly galleries and not artists that now consign artworks and have
a say about which works appear at auction. However, because auction houses came
first, auctions are perceived as the standard of how art should be traded.
The luxurious character of auctions plays a role, as it signals quality to novice buyers. Auctions and their previews take place in five-star hotels and massive
exhibition centres, often in the vicinity of the central business district. The plush
comfort of auctions, held in lavishly decorated and carpeted halls, differs markedly
from the industrial gallery aesthetic (Figure 5.5). Auctions strike a balance by being
glamorous, but not intimidating, provided one has the financial means: those who
wished to bid at China Guardian in 2012, for example, needed to pay a deposit of
up to one million RMB (130,000 euros) depending on the auction. Auction houses
print luxurious glossy catalogues. At previews, numerous impeccably trained auc109

tion employees are ready to answer questions and guide one through the registration
process. Formally dressed managers, reminiscent of obliging sales persons at luxury
boutiques, hang around in the halls, eager to offer clarifications. Auctions create a
familiar VIP experience for the rich, which is both pleasant and convenient. In addition, auction houses are run by highly positioned individuals.

Figure 5.5. Potential buyers before the start of an evening sale at Beijing Poly auction, 2012.

At an evening sale at Beijing Poly in 2012, a person sitting behind me struck
up a conversation with me. He turned out to be working as a manager for China’s oil
and gas giant Sinopec, and said he was looking into collecting art. At a dinner, it later
transpired that he knew virtually nothing about art or the art world, and was interested in auctions. When I commented on how animated the sale was, he responded:
“You know, Poly has a government background, they do everything:
military, art, oil […] They are closely linked with the government.”
For some inexperienced nouveau riche buyers, an artwork that features at an
auction is akin to that produced by a certain brand or sold at a luxury shop: it helps
reduce uncertainty as it appears to guarantee quality (cf. “appellations” and “confluences” in Karpik 2010: 45-46). This is clear from the following quote by an auction
manager:
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“Collectors think that artists whose works have been auctioned are
the elite among artists, because auction houses have strict selection. It’s not like any work can be auctioned, only the best works are
chosen from the pile. So if an artist’s work has appeared at auction,
that means an artwork is good.”
Following this logic, one of the most famous Chinese collectors, Liu Yiqian,
used to buy all the artworks that featured on auction catalogue covers, a practice for
which he was nicknamed “cover boy” (cf. Geismar 2001).
Auctions and their catalogues do not only narrow down choice and direct
buyers to what art is valuable. Auctions, rather than, for example, museums, are
also places where novices first encounter contemporary art. According to a gallerist,
“many [buyers] learn about art from auction catalogues.” For novice collectors, this
is the clearest and most easily available source of information about value. Thus, in a
new market, where many judgment devices are absent, inexperienced consumers are
attracted to seemingly the most stable, experienced and reassuring players.
CLEAR PRICE SIGNALS
Auctions’ public transparent price-setting mechanism makes them especially attractive in the institutional context of a new market where consumers are inexperienced
and valorising structures are lacking. Value is constructed during auction previews
and sales (Heath 2013; Herrero 2010; Smith 1989). Writing about Western art markets,
Velthuis (2005) called art auction prices “barometers of value” (cf. “buyers’ rankings” in Karpik 2010: 46). In China, auction prices are particularly important as an
indicator of value. This is because, first, this new market is not equipped with some of
the usual judgment devices, since galleries, museums and art critics are perceived as
corrupt, inexperienced or unprofessional. And, second, because inexperienced collectors find prices arrived at in a public way to be a clear and trustworthy indicator of
value. Straightforward numerical signals, and easily available hierarchies generated
by auctions and their catalogues, are especially appealing to such consumers.
Although auction results are taken seriously in many art markets, my interviews with auction houses, artists, art critics, collectors, and galleries indicate that
in China they are so important that they change market configurations. As a Chinese
gallerist who is actively engaged in both international and Chinese art markets put
it, “in the Western value system, museums [confer] the highest value, in China, auctions [confer] the highest value”.
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Most auction house representatives who I interviewed emphasised that being
a “public” and “fair” exchange platform was the main and distinguishing function
of auctions in the market. The deputy director of the Beijing branch of a renowned
international gallery, which has to rely almost exclusively on foreign buyers, said:
“A lot of Chinese collectors like buying at auction. If they buy, they
buy at auction. They must feel relatively safe, it’s very public and
you know that the price [you pay] is the market price.”
A long-term market participant, who, among other things, is responsible for
putting together a large private collection, explained how, in contrast with galleries,
auction prices help many buyers resolve value uncertainty by providing a price that
is perceived to correspond to an artwork’s value:
“At auctions, at least the price is clear. You bid, you can buy if you
want to, the price is also more or less real. […] So even now for galleries it’s still quite exhausting. Only a few self-confident people who
are able to judge can buy at galleries. You can count them on one
hand. All the others don’t dare.”
Many other interviews indicate that for newcomers to the art market, auctions, where supply and demand appear to meet, seem like a more transparent and
straightforward way to determine a “fair”, “real” price (Smith 1989; cf. Geismar 2001
and Heath and Luff 2007, who have shown how prices eventually paid at auction are
constructed). For novice buyers, it is the most straightforward indicator of value.
This is in contrast with galleries, where pricing is perceived as opaque, and prices
tend to be quoted orally rather than listed in a price list, suggesting variation in prices depending on the buyer. Dealers at galleries claim that their prices are not trusted.
A gallerist lamented that Chinese collectors “have equated the value of contemporary [art], sadly, [with] auction results”. A director of a Beijing branch of a well-established foreign gallery expressed frustration at the difficulties in communicating with
the local buyers who perceive auction prices as more legitimate:
“For collectors, it’s really hard to understand why we sell more
expensive than in the auction. But, of course, we can’t just follow the
auction, put up and down the prices [sic], so this is our main problem with Asian, I would say, Asian investors. Cause they just follow
the auction like if [sic] it was a bible. And so they don’t, they don’t
understand that by giving the right value to the work they support
themselves.”
112

The above quotes suggest that in the absence of other trusted mechanisms,
public and seemingly fair prices make novice buyers feel safe about their choices.
A significant number of buyers entered the Chinese art market to invest.
Similar to markets elsewhere, in China auction prices are perceived to reveal future
value dynamics. Many of my interviewees with a variety of roles in the market said
that, in their experience, buyers associated auctions with successful investment and
with reselling. As other mechanisms to judge future value are lacking, and as auction
price dynamics, sometimes portrayed in visual graphs, seem to be a straightforward
indicator, auctions are a major device to estimate how solid an investment is. According to an art dealer, “when they [mainland collectors] buy art, they hope it increases
in value, and for them, such art is bound to be at auction.” A prominent collector
commented on auctions’ popularity:
“Why did so many bosses appear at auctions? They don’t care whose
artworks these are, they just buy the most expensive ones. […] From
an investment point of view, it’s smart, because the more expensive an artwork is, the more attention it attracts. So this artwork
becomes famous, and when later they want to sell it, everyone would
already know this work, they would know it had sold for so much in
the past.”
According to him, some buyers perceive a high price to be a sufficient reason
for acquisition, also because of investment motives. An auction manager detailed
this reasoning, linking investment to auctions’ public character:
“Auction results are public. Everybody knows this work has been
openly auctioned, so many people want it. The more people are bidding, the higher the price, and that means the work is popular. Such
a result attracts other collectors. They think, this young person must
have a lot of market potential. All these people collect his works,
shall I also buy some? And then they wait for the value to rise.”
My interviewees, including artists and galleries, indicate that buyers who
want to know the career prospects of a particular artist do not just look at an artist’s
résumé with their exhibition history, but also research their auction history, openly
available in online databases such as artron.net, before buying. According to a gallerist, having an artwork unsold (“bought in”) at an auction is viewed “like a criminal
record, you can’t wash it off”. Like him, the majority of more experienced art world
insiders whom I interviewed were acutely aware of the danger of auction fluctuations
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for artistic careers. In contrast, as those closely familiar with many buyers indicate,
inexperienced buyers, ignorant about art market dynamics, perceive works that were
bought at auction to hold their value and believe that they will always be able to resell
them later. As one collector said:
“Some of my friends, they just buy at auction, because they think
then they can always sell. I bought at auction, so I can sell anytime.”
In short, due to the lack of trust in the usual structures that would allow buyers to judge value, and due to the buyers’ limited experience, thanks to their highly
visible prices, auctions have become a crucial judgment device in the Chinese art
market compared with markets elsewhere.
AUC TIONS AS A VEHICLE TO PROMOTE
NEW ART WORKS AND UNESTABLISHED ARTISTS
Auctions are such a strong judgment device that some galleries and artists rely on
them for promoting their art and attracting consumers to (new segments of) the
market. Certainly not all Chinese contemporary art is sold through auctions: my observations and interviews confirm that sales also take place at galleries or artists’
studios (cf. McAndrew 2014). However, because auctions and previous auction results are taken seriously in this new market, where collectors are novices and where
many of the usual market elements are lacking, some galleries (and even artists) use
them instrumentally to create, what could be called, an auction résumé, which would
indicate quality and demonstrate a positive price dynamic. As I show below, in the
absence an art market infrastructure that would allow galleries to establish aesthetic
value first, galleries attract novice consumers to the primary market and promote
their artists more directly via a more commercial market actor.
A Beijing gallery is a case in point. It organised the first solo show of a
28-year-old artist, an event that is generally considered to be an important launch
of an artist’s career. Gallerists generated special interest for one large painting by,
among other things, placing it on the cover of the exhibition catalogue and positioning it most prominently in the gallery space. Several buyers were interested in
the painting, however, rather than choosing one of them, gallerists consigned the
painting to an auction prior to the opening night. The gallery had bought the artwork from the artist for 28,800 RMB, or 3,700 euros, based on the standard price per
square metre paid to the artist at that gallery, and aimed to earn the price difference.
Another purpose was to provide more exposure for the artist and to create a wider
interest in her work. The dealers saw such a consignment as a way to introduce an
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artist to a broader collector audience, based on the initial positive response:
“Of course, we auction her work. It’s a way to present her, because
if [the artist] is so popular that several buyers seek her work, at
auction, she would surely become a new star. For [her], it’s a way to
quickly enter the market.”
Another goal was to sell a work in a public way. While the gallery used posted
prices for the other paintings from the show, it maximised the price for one painting.
At auction it sold for more than twice the gallery price (60,000 RMB, or 7,750 euros).
Interviews with the artist and the gallerist revealed that neither saw this higher price
as an undesirable destabilisation of the artist’s price. According to the gallerist:
“Young people should have a market reference standard [set at
auction]. Now many young artists have no such reference standard.
They sell randomly, blindly […] If you entered the auction system,
this means that your artworks are already worth this price. If a
gallery sells for cheaper than that, it means it makes a lot of sense
to buy at a gallery, because the price standard is already there. […]
Galleries just set a price, but an auction price is the real market
price.”
As these quotes show, in her view, auction prices constitute a standard. Other
respondents also talked about these strategies. A manager of the contemporary art
department of one of the top auction houses said the following about galleries that
auction new works, with which he cooperates:
“They think by auctioning they can broaden their market, their
client base, discover new clients for their artists […], promote in a
way that is impossible at a gallery. I think, for them it’s marketing,
marketing and sales, of course.”
A gallerist who sometimes auctions new works by young artists instead of
selling them at a gallery, confirmed this:
“We are working hard here to make exhibitions, but maybe only
some Beijing collectors come to “798” [art district] to see them. But
with auction houses it’s very clear: people who want to buy art will
see his [the artist’s] works. […] So you need both [gallery exhibitions
and auction].”
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An employee of another gallery said that for them auctions are a “tool”, which
they use to create a visible price. She explained that publishing an article about an
artist in a magazine, for example, does not attract as much attention, and nobody
knows what the prices are, unlike with visible prices at auction. Overall, my respondents, including art dealers and auction house representatives, claimed that auction
houses function as a “loudspeaker” or “advertising company” for artists. Although
not common, I have seen an artist’s CV mention auctions alongside exhibitions.
By consigning artworks to auction, dealers try to draw potential buyers to
their galleries, where more works of the same artists are available. As it transpired
from my interviews, for galleries, auctions are a way to introduce unestablished artists to collectors who are already active or are looking at auction and who trust auctions more. At the same time, galleries utilise auctions as a tool to “make a price” (zuo
jiage, biao jiage), which is then used as a benchmark for future private transactions at
the gallery, a practice widely discussed in the Chinese art world. As an auction manager said:
“Because of their public character, auctions are very convenient.
They allow young artists to become known by everyone and to define
their price.”
Although most artists I interviewed claim not to know who consigned their
artworks to auctions, a number of my respondents said that when galleries consulted
with them, they gave a green light to auction their works. They could see the benefits
of their art being auctioned by others, especially when they knew in advance that
their work would sell, for example, because a gallery knew of several interested buyers. Such artists recognise the importance of exposure that auctions provide, as well
as the importance of having an auction price set at a “fair” marketplace. An artist,
aged 29, told me he was willing to auction his work if there would be an opportunity
in the future, and he did not mind that his work had been auctioned before:
“…it’s totally fine. I think, more people will know about you, will
understand you. […] It’s also an [appropriate] channel.”
Artists are well aware of the importance of auction prices, and are often reminded of this importance by galleries. During an interview with an artist, aged 32,
we discussed a table listing her auction results, which was openly available in an
online database, and which she was up-to-date on. The sheer availability of such information for young artists and for new works is specific to China. When consulted,
she agreed that a gallery auctioned her work, because if “everyone knows the price
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of the painting, it’s beneficial for sales”. Her husband, aged 33, who is also an artist,
said that, although they did not necessarily agree that it is right, it is what inexperienced buyers who have entered the market “in the last one or two years” want to see.
According to him, having come across an artist, for example, at a gallery, they check
auction results before purchasing:
“…they have to learn about the artist and their price, and the first
thing you can see directly are auction results. So they check them,
and only then decide whether to invest in this artist’s works.”
Another artist in her early thirties did not see a problem with auctions either.
She told me that it is “common” for a gallery to auction your work after some works
have been sold:
“They [gallery] think, now you need an auction record to define your
price: what size painting goes for which price. They will help you determine your market price. I think in this case it’s okay to auction.”
This quote indicates the perceived importance and trustworthiness of auction prices as “real” prices in the market.
Such artists are not necessarily ignorant about international practices. Some
of them, despite being only in their twenties or early thirties, have had solo or group
shows and/or have spent time in residencies in Europe or Asia. Interviews indicated
that also relatively successful internationally active Chinese artists are acutely aware
of the important role of auctions as judgment devices for Chinese collectors, even if
they decide not to take part. One internationally oriented photographer perceived
auction prices as important and regretted refusing a gallery’s request to auction his
artwork in the past:
“…it had a huge [negative] influence on my price, and those who did
participate, on the contrary, did well for themselves. […] Because
I didn’t take part, I didn’t have a price universally acknowledged
by the market. Why are auctions important? Because they create a
visible record, and others can see your market price.”
Following the logic of creating a visible price, in some cases, buyers prefer to
purchase a work at an auction rather than privately at a gallery, even if they originally found it at a gallery. A young artist I interviewed had a gallery auction her artwork
(with her consent) because the interested collector wanted to buy it at an auction. He
then made sure he acquired the work at a certain price, for which there was a trace117

able record.
Although most artists I interviewed dismissed the idea of consigning their
works themselves, there are artists in China who work with auctions directly. Managers of two major auction houses, Beijing Poly and China Guardian, said they often receive emails from artists with images of artworks that the artists suggest for
auction in the hope of establishing a “fair” price and promoting their art. An artist
I interviewed told me he had difficulty justifying his price to buyers, and decided to
auction one work to create a visible price. Another artist, aged 29, told me that she
auctioned two artworks “to test the waters” – to check the value of her work – which
indicates that she also took auction prices seriously.
In addition to marketing particular artists, some market actors use auctions
for market construction and development as they are perceived to help lead buyers
to new sectors of the market (cf. Khaire and Wadhwani 2010). A foreign-born gallery
founder told me that he has collaborated with an auction house by auctioning some
of his artists’ works. One of his motivations was, according to him, to raise awareness
among collectors about photography as a contemporary artform, and thus “contribute to the whole scene”. In a similar vein, the director of a large Beijing art fair said
in an interview that although he knew it was illegitimate internationally, he invited
auctions to exhibit on a par with galleries because:
“These days auctions attract so much attention, they gather so
much wealth, so I’m using it. I’m using their influence to promote the
primary market, galleries, so that everyone notices galleries.”
Although in general Chinese galleries present themselves as more invested than auction houses in promoting artists’ careers, for some galleries, auctions
are not an adversary to complain about, but a partner, a tool that they, and some
artists, rely on. At least some market actors do not perceive or portray auctions as
“parasitic” (cf. Velthuis 2005), but rather as playing a different, more constructive
role. Some players, such as galleries or collectors, who otherwise distance themselves
from auctions, admit to the positive influence of auctions as a stepping stone from
pure investment to “real collecting” and art appreciation, in other words, a learning
experience. Thus, auctions in this new market have a different role and identity: they
are used to promote art, determine and signal value for new art(ists), and attract
collectors to the gallery market, contributing to market construction.
The Chinese contemporary art market is in transition. That is evident from
how the Chinese art world members are reimagining the art market organisations

118

and related practices. Interviews conducted for this study provide some indication
of the dynamics. The practices that are the focus of this paper were especially widespread in the boom years of 2005–2008, several years prior to my fieldwork. As the
art market gradually stabilises, as more traditional consecrating institutions such as
museums appear, as collectors acquire more knowledge about art and international
market practices, and as young cosmopolitan Chinese collectors enter the local scene,
buyers start using other judgment devices and going to galleries, and the practices
of auctioning new art(ists) are becoming less prominent or legitimate. In interviews,
some artists and gallerists said they had stopped consigning new works to auction,
although they claimed it was justified and appropriate in the past, and had started
promoting in a less straightforward way. Artists are starting to recognise that fetching an overly high price may result in all collectors dumping this artist’s artworks on
the market, harming their career. The current situation may constitute a transitional
stage towards a new, more internationally integrated, logic. By contrast, auctions are
now gaining in popularity in the international art market, possibly because of the
globalisation of art markets and the arrival of novice buyers to the international art
scene. Different practices are thus contingent on the institutional context and the
stage of market development. As a new market develops and becomes more integrated with established markets, market actors’ identities may converge.
CONCLUSIONS
This article has analysed valuation in an emerging market. I have focused on the
case of the contemporary art market in China and have shown that auctions and
their prices are a major judgement device through which value uncertainty in this
market is managed. This is enabled by the following institutional conditions. This
market lacks other trusted judgment devices and usual valorising structures (cf. Aspers 2013). It also abounds with buyers who are new to the market and its products
and lack experience. As a result, they use a device that does not require sophisticated
skills or knowledge, a device that to them seems most stable and visible, and provides clear information and overt signals (cf. Rössel and Beckert 2013). Under these
conditions, auctions act as a device to establish and judge value. Put differently, the
Chinese contemporary art market is “upside down” because it is new.
This study has the following wider implications. First, by focusing on institutional configurations and dynamics in emerging markets, it contributes to theories of
market creation. This study has presented an empirical investigation of how value is
constructed and judged in the emerging market. It suggests that in a new market we
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can expect value uncertainty to be resolved differently than in established markets.
In particular, in a new market characterised by a lack of stable and trusted actors and
by a lack of experienced consumers, one can expect visible stable market actors that
provide clear signals to take on the role of a judgment device. As the market develops
past the early stage, we can expect valuation practices to change.
Second, by analysing the practices and organisational roles of the new Chinese market, this article contributes to literature that emphasises variation in organisational structuring in economies (Hamilton and Biggart 1988). The strikingly
different set-up of the Chinese market compared with markets in Europe and the USA
shows that the identities of market actors are not inherent. Market actors can assume
different roles, acquire divergent meanings, and be active in different domains, compared with what is stated in existing literature about established “Western” markets.
This article shows that the explanation lies in institutional conditions rather than in
culturally determined regional characteristics. Market differences across countries
may stem from an early stage of market development, which suggests the non-permanent character of at least some unique practices and the potential for more convergence in the future. Distinctive “business recipes” (Whitley 1992) may turn out
to be temporary.
Third, by focusing on the functioning of a new market, this study contributes to valuation theory, and to the understanding of judgment devices in particular. This analysis has highlighted the dynamic character of judgment devices. It
has shown not only what kind of consumers gravitate towards a particular judgment device (cf. Aspers 2013; Rössel and Beckert 2013), but also when an entity
becomes a judgment device. It has highlighted that whether and when something
is used as a judgment device is closely connected with the broader field (Bourdieu 1993b; Fligstein 2001b) in which it is embedded. A change in institutional environment may lead to an entity no longer being used as a judgment device.
The role of a judgment device may be temporary: as a market matures, judgment
devices may change. This article develops Karpik’s influential theory by suggesting studying the dynamics, trajectories or biographies of judgment devices, as well as studying judgment devices in relation to their institutional context.
This research raises a number of questions and suggests directions for further research. First, the explanation for why auctions act as a judgment device in
China emerged inductively from the empirical data. Alternative explanations could
be explored further. There are indications that fewer consumers are turning to auctions as the institutional context in China is changing, therefore, path dependence
and national culture are not sufficient on their own to explain the role of auctions.
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However, the relative weight of these factors could be clarified by further research.
As the market and its participants evolve, analyses of the shifting roles of auctions,
and the implications of this, may be explored in future research to understand the
development of judgment devices.
Second, this article raises questions about the role of the nouveaux riches in
new markets, which would merit further analysis. Are the nouveaux riches central to
some emerging markets, in particular luxury markets, such as art? To what extent
does this make these markets different from established ones? Comparative studies with how other art markets are emerging and how European and US art markets
emerged in the past may be fruitful.
Finally, this research begs further questions about what kind of organisations or institutions, apart from auctions, can become a judgment device, solving
value problem in new markets. This study suggests that they have to have a stable
market presence, provide clear signals and be easily available and understandable. It
seems to be a combination of at least some of these qualities that makes for a suitable
judgment device. Institutions, such as easily available and stable search engines or
other digital services, or most central and visible market actors, may provide ways to
establish and determine value in new markets, at least at the initial stages of market
development.
This article has empirically explored how value is created and judged in an
emerging market. It has linked the specific configurations of valuation institutions
to an early stage of market development. By doing so, it lays the foundation for further research on the dynamic processes of valuation in markets, not just across geographical regions, but also over time.
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6. The Market Metaphors: Making Sense
of the Emerging Market for Contemporar y
Art in China
In recent decades, cultural meanings and symbolic systems have been receiving increasing attention in sociology, including studies of markets and economic processes
(Abolafia 1996; DiMaggio 1994; Velthuis 2005; Zelizer 1979). In particular, metaphors
have been used to empirically gauge social meanings and understandings of social
configurations (Alexander 1990; Heino et al. 2010; Ignatow 2003; Lakoff and Johnson 1980; Patriotta and Brown 2011). Although metaphors have been an object of
extensive study in organisational and entrepreneurship research (Cardon et al. 2005;
Cornelissen et al. 2008; Dodd 2002), they have not been used to study markets (Fligstein and Dauter 2007). This article focuses on a conceptual metaphor for a market
that recently emerged in China. It does so to investigate perceptions and actions of
participants of a new market outside the Euro-American context.
Sociological studies of market emergence tend not to focus on emic understandings of this process. However, as markets emerge around the world, making
sense of changes and developments is arguably central to the experiences of participants of such markets (Anand and Peterson 2000; Zelizer 1979). By focusing on sensemaking in a new unsettled market, this article furthers sociological approaches to
studying emerging markets and their position on the global stage. This article asks:
how are new markets understood by their actors? Why do their actors act (or not) in
certain ways with regard to their creation? Do they perceive them as different from
existing markets? Do they perceive them as changing? How do they make sense of
their market’s position in the universe of similar markets?
To investigate how market actors understand and act in their market, I build
on the conceptual metaphor theory by Lakoff and Johnson (1980). Metaphors are not
limited to poetic language; language generally is metaphorical (Klamer and Leonard
1994; Lakoff and Johnson 1980; McCloskey 1995). Conceptual metaphors are mappings across conceptual domains and are manifested in linguistic metaphors and
regular expressions (Lakoff and Johnson 1980). An example of a conceptual metaphor, provided by Lakoff and Johnson (1980), is “love is a collaborative work of art”.
It is manifested in linguistic metaphors (e.g. “love is an aesthetic experience”) and
regular expressions (e.g. “love involves shared responsibility”). Metaphors not only
reflect or represent reality, but also organise the social world and shape our understanding of it (Klamer and Leonard 1994; Lakoff and Johnson 1980; McCloskey 1995;
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Urry 2000: 21). The focus on conceptual metaphors is productive because they reveal
taken-for-granted ideas, shared understandings and motivations for actions (Lakoff
and Johnson 1980; Urry 2000: 21). Conceptual metaphors, such as “love is a collaborative work of art”, not only help make experiences coherent, and help make sense of
them, but also have implications for actions (Lakoff and Johnson 1980: 139-142).
Salience of cognitive and symbolic systems has been emphasised by scholars
of institutions and organisations (Powell and DiMaggio 1991; Friedland and Alford
1991; Lounsbury et al. 2003; Scott 2001; Suddaby et al. 2010), and the cultural approach has been applied in studies of markets (Abolafia 1996; Beckert 2010a; Fligstein 2001b; Velthuis 2005; Zelizer 1979). Neo-institutionalists agree that symbols
reflect cultural frameworks and shape meanings as they are employed to make sense
of reality (Scott 2001: 57). Symbolic systems and cognitive frames not only organise the social world, they also guide behaviour, as they serve as the basis for norms
and rules (Scott 2008). Shared taken-for-granted scripts (Meyer and Rowan 1977) or
“conceptions of control” (Fligstein 2001b) direct action. The “markets as culture”
perspective also emphasises the importance of culture (shared systems of meaning)
for action in markets. Scholars have looked at how people make sense of particular changes, elements or institutions in economic settings (Abolafia 2010; Velthuis
2005). Despite the recognition of the link between conceptual, linguistic and action
levels in studies of markets, institutions and organisations, metaphors have not been
used in market research, which makes this approach innovative.
I focus on China’s contemporary art market, which is a case of a newly
emerged market, because its first organisations appeared in the 1990s. It is an especially interesting case, because its emergence is closely linked with similar foreign
markets, and because it has been developing rapidly to become one of the world’s
largest, with hundreds of active galleries and auction houses (McAndrew 2014) (Figure 6.1). Relying on 125 in-depth interviews and long-term observations in the Beijing art market, I argue that a central conceptual metaphor for this market among
its participants is that of an organism. The ubiquity of this metaphor reveals that
art market participants are concerned with the market’s level of development and
behaviours, as well as its position vis-à-vis other markets. In what follows, I present
entailments and implications of this conceptual metaphor, I show how it is used, and
how it works. In doing so, I emphasise complexity pertinent to metaphors (Lakoff and
Johnson 1980: 12-13). I show that apart from serving a descriptive purpose, this conceptual metaphor enables market actors to compare their market with the “Western”
markets and to justify illegitimate behaviours. The metaphor highlights what should
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(not) be done about the market’s development. It inspires market actors to be passive
and act as learners and educators, and enables them to imagine the market’s future.
This study has implications for the sociology of markets, as it draws attention to
the actors’ passivity in market emergence and change, suggesting a departure from
the dominant focus on agency in sociological studies of market emergence (Fligstein
2001b). It also highlights how participants of what can be described as a peripheral
market position themselves vis-à-vis hegemonic markets (Fabian 1983; Said 1978).
DATA AND METHODS
This article is based on the analysis of 125 semi-structured interviews with participants in the Chinese contemporary art world, conducted during the period 2012–
2014. Most interviews (n=120) were conducted in Beijing. I focused on contemporary
art because of its international connection and because it is relatively new in China, unlike traditional ink-wash paintings, calligraphy and antiques. Interviews were
conducted with artists, art dealers/gallerists, collectors, representatives of auction
houses and art fairs, art critics, curators, and other Chinese art world participants,
either based in mainland China (most interviewees) or spending a significant part of
each year there. The majority were from mainland China (n=105), others (primarily
art dealers, art fair organisers, and curators) were originally from Taiwan, the USA,
Italy, the Netherlands, Australia and other countries (n=20). The high percentage of
foreigners reflects the high level of internationalisation of the Chinese contemporary art world, where the first collectors and dealers were also foreign. The sample is
characterised by variety in terms of age, sex, international experience and exposure,
commercial and artistic success, extent to which they contributed to market-building, and time for which they had been active in the market. Respondents were recruited by a combination of targeted sampling, approaching art world actors randomly at art events and gatherings, and multiple-entry snowballing. The interviews
concerned respondents’ concrete practices and experiences in the market.
The topic of participants’ understanding of their market development and
relationship with other markets was arrived at inductively during fieldwork as many
respondents commented on these issues. Interviewees often generalised about China’s market, its participants and their behaviours, and this article focuses on such
general statements. I did not analyse instances when interviewees distinguished between “mature” and “immature” local actors, such as art galleries, which is common
in art markets elsewhere. Instead, I analysed instances when, for example, Chinese
galleries were labelled “immature” overall. I was not interested in statements about
price fluctuations (e.g. “the market is recovering”), because they concern prices rath124

er than market structure, actors or their practices. As the focus is on the market,

Figure 6.1. Young public at the opening of an exhibition at Space Station Gallery, Beijing, 2013.

I was not interested in statements about artistic quality (e.g. “his art is still immature”).
The conceptual metaphor emerged from the data: interviews were transcribed and coded inductively, which allowed me to identify linguistic metaphors and
a central conceptual metaphor. Not all interviewees were eloquent speakers who made
ample use of linguistic metaphors. Expressions that I consider to be surface manifestations of a central conceptual metaphor are linguistic metaphors (e.g. “young”
market) and literal statements (e.g. the market “has existed for a short time”) that fit
the conceptual domain (Lakoff and Johnson 1980: 139-140). For example, although
the English speakers referred to the market as “young”, the Chinese speakers used
literal statements with the same meaning. Including literal statements allowed me to
deal with the fact that the interviews were conducted in languages with different underlying conceptual systems: Mandarin (n=105), English (n=15) and Dutch (n=2) and
Mandarin/English (n=3).37 After the conceptual metaphor emerged in the first round
of coding, I marked interviews on whether the metaphor had surface representations
in them. To be marked positive, an interview had to contain several linguistic metaphors or non-metaphorical expressions applied to the market, behaviours or players
overall, that fit the relevant conceptual domain. The conceptual metaphor had sur37

All translations are mine.
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face representations in a significant percentage of interviews.
Since the study developed inductively and the interviewees were not probed
for metaphors, the fact that some interviewees did not make certain statements or
did not even talk about the market in general, does not mean they do not hold a particular view. I asked some respondents whether they considered the Chinese market
“immature” at the end of the interview, and they said they did, even though this did
not emerge naturally during the interview (in such cases I did not count the interview as containing the conceptual metaphor). A limitation of an inductive approach
is that it does not allow us to draw hard conclusions about, for example, among which
types of actors the conceptual metaphor is most prevalent.
Interview data were supplemented by observations at various art world
events, including gallery and museum openings, auctions and auction previews, art
fairs, artists’ gatherings, etc., conducted over ten months during the period 2012–
2014. These allowed me to observe public discussions about the market and actual
market-building behaviour. Additionally, several dozen interviews with foreign dealers and collectors based in Europe, and Chinese artists and intermediaries involved
in the more traditional art circles, helped contextualise the findings.
MARKET METAPHORS
The emergence of China’s contemporary art market since the introduction of the reform and opening up policy in 1978 has been closely connected to established foreign
markets. The notion of contemporary art stems from abroad. Information about the
20th-century artistic developments in Europe and the USA started reaching China
during the late 1970s to early 1980s, unleashing a period of artistic experimentation.
Approximately at the same time, markets started developing again in China, including the contemporary art market. Outwardly the art market infrastructure is closely
reminiscent of art markets elsewhere, as it consists of commercial galleries, auction
houses, art fairs, biennales, museums, art critics and others (Figure 6.2). A number of
organisational forms arrived from abroad, and some foreign individuals played a role
in shaping the art market in China by being the first to found commercial galleries
and to purchase Chinese contemporary art. Some of my respondents closely interacted with markets abroad by, for example, taking part in international art world events.
Yet, in the course of my fieldwork it became clear that the Chinese art market actors
perceived their local market as different.
A dominant way in which China’s art market actors conceptualise their market and its participants is as a young, developing, living organism: a plant, a fruit
or vegetable, an animal or a child. Sometimes it is clearly conceptualised as a child,
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Figure 6.2. Opening of an exhibition at Whitebox Art Center, Beijing, 2013.

other times it is less clear what organism is implied. Markets are also perceived as
“alive” outside of China, as exemplified by expressions such as “the market is jumpy”
(Aspers 2011: 88). In China, however, the concerns are with the development of the
market as a whole rather than (only) market fluctuations. My respondents make
sense of their market by contrasting it with the markets in Europe and the USA, as
they imagine them. Art markets are seen as organisms that form over time, with
some being older and more mature than others. This conceptual metaphor is well
reflected, for example, in the following quote by a mainland Chinese gallery owner
who founded his gallery as early as 2005, and has worked in the art world even longer:
“[European galleries are in] a totally different art market. China is
just starting up. It’s very young. This market is not very mature. Not
very healthy. Starting from [a] low point. From [a] very low point.
But [the] European market has been [there] for centuries. It’s very
mature, healthy, it’s quite different.”
The conceptual metaphor of an organism came out strongly from the data.
Metaphorical and non-metaphorical linguistic representations of this conceptual
metaphor were found in over 65 percent of my interviews. The table below presents the
dichotomous nature of metaphorical and literal expressions used by the market actors.
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Metaphorical and non-metaphorical linguistic expressions
The Chinese market

The “Western” markets

IMMATURE

MATURE

UNHEALTHY

HEALTHY

YOUNG

EXISTING FOR A LONG TIME

IRREGULAR, MESSY

STANDARD

SHORT-TERM THINKING

LONG-TERM THINKING

IGNORANT

KNOWLEDGEABLE

INEXPERIENCED

EXPERIENCED

UNPROFESSIONAL

PROFESSIONAL

ABNORMAL

NORMAL

BAD

GOOD

None of the interviewees said that the Chinese market is “mature” or
“standardised”. Instead, they routinely referred to their market as “immature” and
“messy”. The linguistic metaphor “(im)mature”, for example, was used unprompted
by respondents to talk about their market, practices, and behaviours, or, for example,
galleries in general, in approximately 35 percent of my interviews.38 The conceptual
metaphor was not limited to a particular group of actors. Artists were least inclined
to generalise about the market, which is not surprising (Bourdieu 1993c). However,
overall the conceptual metaphor was pervasive and was used by native Chinese and
foreign respondents of both sexes, and of various ages, with various market roles,
extents of international exposure, levels of commercial and artistic success and reputation, and lengths of market presence. Several respondents claimed that China’s
problems could also be found in “Western” markets, but such responses were rare
exceptions.
As the table shows, the expressions have a moral dimension to them. Many of
China’s art world participants talked at length about local behaviours they perceived
as bad. According to them, in China, short-term and overly commercial thinking prevails. The broader public and collectors are relatively ignorant about contemporary
art. Many collectors buy mostly for investment and status rather than out of love of
art, and speculators abound. Artists sell directly to buyers from the studio instead of
through art dealers, which runs counter to international art market conventions (Fig38

This number does not include multiple instances where the metaphor is applied to distinguish
“mature” and “immature” Chinese players.
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ure 6.3). Trust and long-term ties between commercial gallerists and artists are lacking. Prices at galleries and artists’ studios are perceived as random, and auction prices
as artificially inflated. Some artists cooperate directly with auction houses, which is
regarded as an illegitimate practice internationally, because it is considered overly
commercial. Independent and trusted museums and art critics are lacking. Museums
rent spaces to artists, and critics write favourable reviews for their artist-friends. This
makes it difficult to establish and judge the artistic value of artworks, which exacerbates uncertainty in the market. Overall, according to my interviewees, in China
(potential) collectors, galleries, auction houses and artists do not know how to behave
“properly” and are ignorant about contemporary art and the morals of art markets (cf.
Fourcade and Healy 2007). Some actors have strong normative ideas about how market actors should function, and think China’s art market does not meet these standards. As an auction house oil paintings department manager said:
“I think we should change this, slowly develop normal [practices].
This is just a transition period […]. I believe in the European and
American standard. I hope the Chinese market will be like those in
Europe and the US, everyone has their own role, it’s very sound. But
I think the Chinese art market transition period will take a long time,
because it’s an issue of the whole economic structure, not just of the
art market.”
In contrast, “Western” markets are perceived to be driven by artistic and aesthetic motives. Respondents idealise foreign art markets, although many are unclear
about their functioning. One artist, for example, thought it was illegal to auction
artworks by young artists in “the West”, a practice that is frowned upon but legal
internationally. Some gallerists and museum managers thought that all “Western”
children visit museums, every family owns artworks, and that many foreign galleries “have existed for several hundred years” (Chinese collector and gallery owner,
interview), which are all exaggerations. Similarly to scholars who compare Chinese
empirics with ideal-typical concepts (Guthrie 1999: 179), the Chinese art market participants compare their empirical reality with ideal-typical “Western” markets.
Ideas about what constitutes good and bad behaviour in art markets have
been documented (Velthuis 2005: 42-45). The difference in China’s case is that the
morals of markets are not only about norms of appropriate behaviour within China’s market, but are also defined in terms of perceived international art market
conventions. The “Western” markets are not perceived as inherently “standard”.
Rather, “Western” practices are viewed as good because they have been time-tested.
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Figure 6.3. Studio of Xu Hongming, Beijing, 2014.

According to Chinese market actors, the “Western” markets also used to be disorganised and had questionable practices, such as Christie’s and Sotheby’s bidding rings,
but this is no longer the case. Aging is associated with gaining experience. For China’s
art market actors, the morality of the market is age-related: unlike mature “Western”
markets, the Chinese art market has not yet figured out the moral way (Fourcade and
Healy 2007). To put this into neo-institutional terms, behaviours in older markets
are viewed as more legitimate (DiMaggio and Powell 1983). In contrast, the Chinese
market and its actors’ behaviours are presented as “messy” because they have existed
for a short time. As markets are conceptualised as organisms, different markets are
seen as equally important, just of different age.39 As a mainland art dealer, whose
gallery takes part in art fairs internationally, said:
“…foreign museums are trusted because they have extremely serious
art evaluation standards and many years of experience […] in China
this hasn’t formed yet.”

39

Some respondents explained the perceived differences between the Chinese and foreign markets in terms of China’s cultural uniqueness. However, this type of explanation was less common
by far.
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This conceptual metaphor is not the only one. China’s art market has ontological correspondences with different conceptual domains, or what Lakoff (1993)
called “simultaneous mappings” (see also Lakoff and Johnson 1980: 41-51). Using
different metaphors for one concept is normal, because social reality is complex (Lakoff and Johnson 1980). Other conceptual metaphors for the market, that can also be
found outside China’s context, include: the market as a building (which you “build”),
a system (“structured”, with “own internal logic”), a playing field (with “rules of the
game”) etc. Such different metaphors sometimes occurred in the same interview. In
addition, we find China- and time-specific novel metaphors, that are related to the
situation in Beijing during my fieldwork. For instance, the unfavourable policy environment in which the market was situated, was compared to Beijing’s heavily polluted air.
The linguistic metaphors identified here are not just characteristic of markets or limited to a particular time or space. The mechanism behind the conceptual
metaphor is not unusual. Understanding the domain of art markets in terms of the
domain of organisms, including people, is an example of personification, a common
way of forming a metaphor, helping us make sense of phenomena in human terms
(Lakoff 1993; Lakoff and Johnson 1980: 33-34). It may be considered an instance of
a broader and deeply engrained conventional conceptual metaphor “new entities are
developing organisms”. It is manifested in linguistic metaphors, such as “developing” countries, markets and economies, and “(im)mature” markets or industries,
which are common in both general language use and more specialised financial and
marketing vocabulary (“mature markets”, “mature bonds”) (see also Cardon et al.
2005). This conceptual metaphor is part of a conceptual system not only in China,
but also outside it. The relevant statements should therefore be understood not as a
strategic discursive tool, but as manifestations of a conceptual metaphor.
The way the Chinese art market actors make sense of their market is similar
to the sensemaking of international relations. Lakoff (2003) showed that nations are
seen as persons, and developing countries as children, who all want to be healthy.
Similarly, the Chinese art market is a new member among the national art markets,
which was born later than others and is growing up. A young Chinese gallery employee made this conceptual metaphor explicit:
“It [market environment] will probably be slowly changing, very slowly. It can’t mature within a few years, that’s just how it is. So China’s art
market, you can just say, it’s a little child, right, compared with the European ones. Because they’ve already existed for many decades.”
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The Chinese, Taiwanese and Western art markets are perceived to be at different stages of their development trajectories. The mainland Chinese market is seen
as less mature than the Taiwanese market. “The West” is a reference point also for
the Taiwanese and Japanese galleries active in China.
The conceptual metaphor functions in a complex way. First, market participants do not only apply the linguistic metaphors “young”, “immature”, and “healthy”
to the “market” generally, but also to organisations (galleries, auction houses, etc.),
to individuals (artists, collectors, art critics, etc.), to their behaviours in the market
and to themselves. I consider these expressions to be surface representations of the
same conceptual metaphor that applies to the whole market, including participants
and their behaviours. I consider these to be instances of the same conceptual metaphor because of implied interconnectedness: “immature” actors constitute an “immature” market, “unhealthy” behaviours result in an “unhealthy” market. Market
actors and the market are understood in a similar way. This, in turn, indicates that
for Chinese art market participants, the market not only assumes the qualities of an
organism, but also is perceived to be tightly linked with the people who constitute
it, with their interactions in this market and with the market environment, which is
also perceived as immature and not conducive to mature behaviour.40
Second, market participants do not see all Chinese market actors as equally
“immature”. Some have been in this market longer and are perceived to be more
“mature” than others. This is similar to the art worlds in Europe and the USA, where
linguistic metaphors of maturity, of youth and of the domain of family (but not necessarily health) are common: artists, artworks, artistic styles and collectors can be
referred to as “young” or “mature” (Bourdieu 1993c; Plattner 1996: 106, 230; Velthuis
2005: 55). In China such language is not only applied to categorise and draw boundaries (Lamont 1992), but is also applied to generalise about the market and its actors
overall. In addition, some admit their own lack of experience. Because they present
the whole market as “young”, they consider themselves “young” as well. Respondents
perceived immaturity as pervasive, for example, galleries did not only call other galleries, but also artists, collectors and their behaviours, and the market environment
“immature” and “unhealthy” compared with other markets.
Third, this metaphor only highlights certain aspects of the market. Mappings across conceptual domains are asymmetric and partial (Lakoff 1993; Lakoff
and Johnson 1980: 52-55). Metaphors accentuate important experiences and
make them coherent, while they mask other experiences (Lakoff and Johnson
40

Respondents link the immaturity of the environment not only to the “age” of the market and market actors, but also to the lack of related laws and regulations.
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1980: 142). Only some parts of the source domain “organism” are used to structure the concept of China’s contemporary art market. As Lakoff and Johnson
(1980: 33-34) pointed out, personification can focus on different aspects of a person. In our case, the focus is not, for example, the holistic character, anatomy or
physiology of the market, or the friendly or hostile relationships among art markets. The market participants’ take on the metaphor is such that they are not
concerned with mortality or finite life cycle of art markets. Instead, the metaphor highlights the development aspect of the market. As I will show in the next
section, the metaphor inspires market participants to act in accordance with it.
HOW METAPHORS AFFEC T AC TION
MAKING SENSE OF “BAD” BEHAVIOURS
The conceptualisation of their market as an evolving organism allows market participants to understand and justify their own and others’ behaviours that they perceive
as inappropriate. The metaphor allows them to view their market as not intrinsically
worse than grown-up markets. Many respondents perceive idiosyncrasies as stemming from the early developmental stage. In a manner typical of my interviewees, a
mainland Chinese dealer running a well-respected commercial gallery, explained the
market’s problems with its age and immaturity:
“The Chinese art market is irregular. It’s probably different from
Europe […] of course, we have problems here in China, because the
Chinese contemporary art market’s [history] is very short. It’s only
been thirty something years. And in addition, in this process, a lot of
organisations are not very mature.”
A 32-year-old contemporary art collector from mainland China, who spends
several months per year in Europe, brought up troubled childhood to justify some
Chinese collectors’ poor art choices:
“Now we talk about vegetarians, eating salads. If you were hungry
as a child, of course, you would want to eat meat, rice, oily, unhealthy, because it’s tasty. It’s only when you don’t lack anything,
that you will just eat some vegetables, something simple. So the
whole of China’s understanding of art, of aesthetics, for example
photography, is coming very very slowly. Because we are still hungry
for art, most common people don’t have art at home, only products,
but no art. So we need time.”
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According to my interviewees, the problems, such as auction manipulations,
also happened in “the West” early on. Therefore, one should not have excessive expectations of “young”, inexperienced participants in a “young” market. Fellow market actors are often conceptualised as children, naïve and clueless. An experienced
Taiwanese gallerist who does not bring overly challenging avant-garde conceptual
art to the mainland explained:
“… [for] these mainland Chinese who have just become rich, and
haven’t really been exposed to art, it’s really too difficult, I think.
They’ve only learned to crawl, and you want them to run or even fly.
I think it’s way too difficult.”
China’s market is seen as too “young” to fully imitate some international practices. China’s local environment is presented as not conducive to good behaviours. According to the respondents, there are not good conditions for not-forprofits such as art spaces or museums, favourable tax policies, or contemporary art
education at schools. Many said that the government should stimulate contemporary
art market development. Art dealers established a gallery association in 2011 to lobby
the government, but many were sceptical about its effects. According to my Chinese
respondents, even foreigners, who know “proper” conventions, have difficulty applying their practices in China.
Poor health is perceived to result from bad behaviours, such as speculation,
and lack of art knowledge. Auction houses were singled out by some as a reason for
the market’s poor health. A gallery manager said:
“The Chinese auction market is very unhealthy. It’s a process of
accelerated ripening. Like when you use pesticide to grow fruit so
that it grows quicker, auctions accelerated the development of the
Chinese art market”.
Overall, however, bad practices and ignorance are not perceived to be the
fault of any particular (groups of) actors. For example, many artists cooperate with
commercial galleries per exhibition rather than being affiliated with one gallery,
which is not in line with international conventions. My respondents considered this
to be the fault not only of artists, but also of unprofessional galleries, collectors, and
auction houses, and the lack of independent museums, etc. Bad practices are perceived to contribute towards and stem from a bad environment.
What needs to be done for a good healthy market to develop? The conceptual metaphor of an organism suggests that some problems are stage-related, while
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others can be corrected. As an art fair director passionately told me, “what we need
is time, what we need is education”. Many in the Chinese art world would agree with
him.
LET TING THE MARKET MATURE
The conceptual metaphor inspires market participants to adopt a passive attitude
and to be patient. As they see it, the market will evolve naturally at its own pace. The
change is not seen as necessarily resulting from strategic behaviour. In their views,
market development is contingent on the gradual improvement of its context and
participants. The conceptual metaphor implies that if you give the market time, it
will improve as its participants (including themselves) accumulate knowledge and
experience.
A temporal dimension is central to my respondents’ understanding of their
market. A female collector spoke about the time it would take for a good market to
develop. Comparing market development to gaining weight, she presented both as
slow processes:
“There’s no need to hurry. The Western gallery system has been
developing for so many years, and here in China it has been just
over ten years. So I think we should view it as normal: you cannot
grow fat from one bite, and reach Western standards in one go. To
reach the level of Western galleries you clearly need time, and more
serious gallerists.”
Many interviewees, ranging from the first and central market actors to the
relative newcomers saw market improvement as a “slow”, “gradual”, “step by step”
process. In an office in his white cube space, that looked similar to galleries in Europe
and the USA, an energetic gallerist, aged 36, lamented the lack of respected museums
in China, and saw the solution only in a distant future:
“…this really can only be resolved with time. Nothing you can do at
all. Only time will help. I hope when I am old, old… it would be great
if it is resolved by the time I am fifty.”
Others – artists, curators, dealers, art fair organisers – volunteered a range
of time-frames for various aspects of the market to improve ranging from “in a few
years’ time” to “at least 20 years” to “not in my lifetime”.
For my respondents, the art markets in Europe and the USA serve as evidence
that “young” markets mature. In addition, many interviewees indicated that they
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were already witnessing market participants and their practices mature and become
healthier overall. According to one of the most well-known Chinese artists with ample experience abroad, Chinese galleries “are becoming increasingly international
and mature”. Understanding of contemporary art is considered to be improving: according to a Beijing gallerist, “Chinese buyers are now growing up.” They are more
knowledgeable about art and buy more for enjoyment than investment, they speculate less, and increasingly look at exhibitions and public collections rather than at
prices to determine the value of artworks. Some interviewees said that their own
organisations had matured compared to several years previously.
According to my respondents, the economic crisis of 2008 resulted in more
mature and healthy behaviours. Speculation was rampant and many artists cooperated directly with auctions during the art market boom in 2005–2008, but many have
“learned their lessons” in the aftermath of the economic crisis as they suffered or saw
others suffer due to falling prices. As a gallery manager said:
“Since the financial crisis in 2008–2009, artists have matured.
Many now understand the importance of close cooperation with a
gallery.”
Interviewees spoke about collectors, artists, auction houses, galleries as if
they were children discovering the world, figuring out what worked, and “realising”
what were the “right” ways to behave, which broadly correspond to the “Western
system”. A gallerist, aged 50, whose spouse was a collector, said the following about
inflated prices:
“Those are probably all diseases of the early development stage. I
think maybe later, as time passes, as everyone keeps acquiring art
market experience, it will become more and more cool-headed and
normal. Actually, Chinese people are already much more cool-headed than before.”
Interestingly, even concerning the illness metaphor, the actors recommend
passivity, as the market will become healthier on its own. Many agree that the crisis
has already solved a lot of problems in the market. One collector who recently joined
the market suggested waiting as a method for dealing with the remaining problems.
As lack of health is conceptualised as a temporary state, for him, getting better was
inevitable:
“I think the market is now in the self-healing period. That means

136

we don’t need others to cure us. We’ll improve through internal
circulation. We’ll become healthier, because what happened before
2007 already taught us a very important lesson. So now we’ve learnt
many new rules, how things should be done.”
Most market actors are unsure how it will evolve exactly, as living organisms
are not fully predictable. Conceptualizing their market as an organism makes some
market actors feel powerless, frustrated and uncertain. As a foreign-born art dealer
based in Shanghai said:
“I think the whole scene is still very young, you know. We don’t have
so many tiers of system. We just have our first contemporary art
museum that opened two weeks ago or a month ago in Shanghai.
And are they even going to collect [art]? Who knows? Do they have a
proper institution mentality? Who knows? It’s still very early I think
for the sort of macro system.”
Overall, the passive attitude implies letting go, as the market and its actors
should be given space to discover and evolve. One way for the market to improve,
according to its participants, is to wait patiently. The emphases on time and passivity are striking because they do not feature in current theories of market emergence. It is hard to provide empirical evidence for inaction. However, the conceptual
metaphor theory suggests that conceptual metaphors not only reflect perceptions,
but also affect behaviour (Lakoff and Johnson 1980). This implies a limitation to the
agentic view of market development (DiMaggio 1988). However, passivity is not the
only stance that market actors adopt. Conceptualizing their market as an organism
makes them responsible for its well-being, which means that they do not think they
can just sit back and do nothing.
NURTURING THE MARKET
The metaphor of a developing organism implies that the market not only needs to
be left alone, but also needs to be nurtured. These passive and active stances are not
contradictory, and can often be found in the same interview. The conceptual metaphor inspires the market participants to take on the role of educators and learners.
They feel responsibility to steer the market and its actors in the right direction. As
an art dealer told me, “I think the maturity of the market needs to keep developing,
and that’s our job”.41 None of my respondents talked about their “unhealthy” market
41

Respondents also claim that it is the government’s job to facilitate the establishment of museums
collecting contemporary art, provide tax breaks, and other preferential policies.
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in terms of needing drastic medication. Rather, they talked about getting healthy
as a slow process associated with behaving well and gradually developing healthier
habits.
Conceptualizing themselves as young and inexperienced inspires some market participants to learn. Collectors told me that they undertake trips abroad to learn
about Western art and the Western art system. Similarly, a mainland Chinese gallerist spoke about his commitment to learn from foreign organisations:
“…from the very beginning, we did our best to learn about the
healthy operation strategies and methods of Western galleries.
Because in this industry, the West has been developing for several
decades. And in China it has just started. So we still have a lot to
learn. So if we find out about some good methods, we do our best to
study them.”
Viewing the market as young makes some participants, especially foreign
actors and veteran local actors, assume the role of educators. As mainland Chinese
collectors are conceptualised as ignorant children, they are perceived to need to be
“raised”, “guided” and “educated” about art and art consumption. Many galleries,
both the more and less experienced ones, with various degrees of international exposure, claim that this is what they do. A mainland gallery owner, who has long been
active in the market, explained:
“Nobody has even basic knowledge of art. We have to make up for a
missed lesson, tell them [collectors] what is good art.”
Galleries, art fairs and even auction houses, all of which are commercial organisations, routinely stress an educational, museum-like function that they have
to take on in China. A foreign-born owner of a photography gallery explained the
importance of educating the public:
“[we] really try to be open as much as possible and [be as] accessible as possible, and I think in any gallery there is always a certain
educational element, and I think here even more so. So you really
have to take your time and be open and discuss with people and let
them learn […] I just think the work here [vs. the “West”] is probably
greater, what one has to do, you know.”
Many interviewees occupying various positions in the market, including,
among others, gallery managers and art fair directors, spoke about the need to estab138

lish quality contemporary art museums and to educate children about contemporary
art, seeing that schools provide no such education. Educating the new generation
suggests the expectation of a slow process of change. In practice, educational activities for children are gradually introduced. During my fieldwork, UCCA, a major
contemporary art institution in mainland China, set up an educational corner, where
on the weekends children can learn about and make art, and interact with artists
(Figure 6.4).
Although galleries in different countries consider it their task to educate collectors about art and the basic workings of the art market, my respondents perceived
the situation in China to be more urgent. One Beijing gallery, for example, organised
the “Collectors’ Tour” for novice collectors, including excursions to an art fair, a gallery district and an auction house. According to the gallery manager:
“It’s a great way to bring a lot of fresh collectors into this art circle.
In the beginning they will maybe buy cheaper works, but in the
future, if you raise them well, they may become big collectors in this
market, and buy seven-figure artworks. Because actually they can
afford it, it’s just that they do not know it yet.”
The idea is that when consumers have a better understanding of contemporary art and fewer people buy primarily for investment, the market will become
“healthier”. Overall, respondents referred to the health of the Chinese market in
terms of the future rather than the present.
Not only gallerists educate others about “professional” norms. An art fair director complained that galleries are not taken seriously and talked about what needs
to be done:
“…in the West they just need to worry about sales. To be honest,
here you first need to complete education, and promotion of galleries. Galleries first need to learn and to improve.”
Art world participants are educated through, among other things, lectures,
discussions and role models. A female art dealer, aged 32, who runs her own contemporary art gallery, mentioned to me that she was giving a lecture about how the art
market should work in a bar opened by artists in an artists’ village on the outskirts of
Beijing. She claimed it is important to explain the market workings, such as gallery
representation and promotion, to artists, as they are not taught about the
market at art academies. This is not usually part of the official curriculum in either Europe or the USA, which underscores the fact that some Chinese market actors have an exaggerated perception of the ignorance in China.
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Figure 6.4. Children’s corner at the Ullens Center for Contemporary Art (UCCA),
where educational activities are held during weekends, 2014.

Beijing-based art fairs, such as Art Beijing and SURGE, have elaborate educational programs, where guest speakers and moderators share their experiences and
views on how the market should be organised. They are entitled, for example, “What
Kind of Art Scene do we Need?” and are aimed at promoting the “right” attitude towards art and the market (Figure 6.5). Although many art fairs around the world have
educational programmes, in China the content seems more basic. The conversations
concern the construction of the basic elements of the local market rather than the
current state of the art market, or the impact of certain economic or political events.
At the 2013 Art Beijing art fair, I witnessed how an artist, a gallerist and a collector were presented as role models for others to learn from. They cooperated
long-term, which was portrayed as “professional”. They explained the groundwork of the international art market conventions, as they perceived them, clarified what is wrong with the Chinese art market, and described what should be
done and why. The interviewer summarised their lessons, for example, concerning what types of venues are most appropriate for buying art (Figure 6.6).
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Figure 6.5. Programme of the SURGE art fair, including educational events, Beijing, 2013.

Some interviewees claimed they wanted to act as role models by behaving
“properly”. As a gallery director who was well aware of how art markets operate
internationally told me, he “hope[d] to set a standard, a proper one, the same as
Western galleries”. The conceptual metaphor reveals that the market actors see setting standards and educating others as difficult. Many interviewees said it is hard
to teach art appreciation or to persuade others to behave correctly. A curator, like
many others, complained that “raising a collector is actually very difficult”. Gallerists
lamented that artists did not listen to advice concerning “proper” practices. An art
dealer claimed that “it’s very hard to educate artists, hard to explain to them why
it’s important to have consistency [in pricing]”, which is a standard practice in other
markets.
Yet, the conceptual metaphor makes market actors optimistic. They see positive changes, and energy, and are excited about the future. Energy and aspiration
have also been identified in other social arenas in China (Osnos, 2014). A gallery
owner reconciled slowness with optimism:
“…it’s a slow developmental process. We should give it [the market]
time to become healthy and mature. I think the future is promising. I
am positive.”
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Figure 6.6. An artist, collector, and art dealer talk about their cooperation
at Art Beijing art fair, 2013.

Many connect positive changes with the market actors’ growing familiarity
with the international environment, and the increasing wealth and stability in China. One perceived driver of change is new generations of art market participants.
Many believe that as young people who studied abroad, were exposed to museums,
saw artworks in regular people’s homes, and who are interested in art for art’s sake,
return to China and become collectors, the situation will continue to improve. The
young generation of art world professionals who were educated abroad are also considered more professional. A gallerist, aged 51, explained:
“Now many-many children of people of my generation are abroad.
Many of them study art, including art criticism. When they come
back, it will be much better.”
Chinese market actors revere the “Western” markets and practices, but claim
that their own market will not necessarily become a copy of the Western model. Although most think that studying is necessary, they consider full imitation of foreign
practices difficult to achieve. An artist, aged 29, told me it is “no use” learning from
the West, because of the lack of a comparable art infrastructure in China. To some
Chinese art market actors, a young market has creative potential and may develop a
unique character.
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS
This article has explored emic understandings of an emerging peripheral market by
analysing a conceptual metaphor. I have demonstrated how a guiding conceptual
metaphor for the contemporary Chinese art market works and have discussed its implications for market (in)actions. Shared understanding was found across different
languages and types of market actors: a dominant conceptual metaphor is “the Chinese contemporary art market is an organism”. This metaphor’s ubiquity indicates
that the issue of market development and its international position is salient for this
market’s actors. Although it is not surprising that the “West” is viewed as an example
in the segment of the market closely linked with it, the conceptual metaphor reveals
how the market actors make sense of themselves vis-à-vis “the West”. The metaphor serves several functions. Apart from a descriptive purpose, it enables market
actors to make sense of perceived differences between their own and foreign markets. It makes market actors tolerant to the “immature” practices of others, and helps
them justify their own “immature” practices that do not conform to normative ideas
about art markets. The metaphor enables market actors to think about a market as an
evolving living organism with its own dynamics. It also highlights what, in their understanding, should (not) be done about the market. The metaphor allows them to be
passive about its development, as time is required to find out what works well and to
mature. Unhealthiness and youth metaphors both presuppose temporary states, and
thus the inevitability of change and improvement. The same metaphor inspires market actors to nurture their market: to learn and educate others in the market about
the perceived norms. Although learning from “mature” markets is considered good,
the Chinese market is not expected to become a full copy of them. The metaphor of
the market as a developing organism – immature, but also having a lot of potential –
is one that gives market actors hope.
The contributions of this article are three-fold. First, it suggests a novel approach to studying markets through metaphor. Although much attention has been
paid to sensemaking and the cultural aspects of markets (Velthuis 2005; Zelizer
1979), I have demonstrated that metaphor analysis is an apt methodological tool to
reveal taken-for-granted ideas and shared understandings, and to explain (in)actions
within markets.
Second, this article highlights emic perceptions of markets, which are crucial
to study in order to understand how markets work. The view of China’s art market as
an organism is strikingly different from views of markets as impersonal mechanisms
of supply and demand (neo-classical economists and laypeople), dehumanizing or
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corrupting forces (art historians and art world participants in Europe and the US,
see Bourdieu 1993c; Velthuis 2005) and from etic metaphors used to analyse and
conceptualise markets in contemporary sociology: as networks (Granovetter 1985),
structures (White 1981), institutions (Power and DiMaggio 1991), cultures (Zelizer
1979), politics and social movements (Fligstein 2001b). The same conceptual metaphor could be identified for the market, its participants and environment, which suggests that market actors understand their market as embedded rather than abstract.
The analysis of market actors’ understandings suggests limitations to the focus on agency and strategic behaviour in market construction, prevalent in economic
sociology (Fligstein 2001b; King and Pearce 2010). In particular, a strong emphasis
on passivity found in the interviews contrasts with the emphasis of entrepreneurship literature (DiMaggio 1982). Waiting is perceived as part of market development.
As Chinese market actors see it, one of the things a cultural entrepreneur has to do
is wait. Although this article has focused on sense-making rather than actual behaviour, I suggest theorizing non-agentic elements of market construction, such as
waiting and accumulating experience, as sources of market change.
Third, this study contributes to sociological debates on globalisation. It draws
attention to emic perspectives on the position of new markets in relation to other
markets. Whereas other scholars and journalists compare “Western” and “emerging”
(art) markets, and call Chinese art-world actors “immature” (e.g. DeBevoise 2014:
163; Ho 2008), this study shows that participants in China’s market are also thinking
in binary categories. They see their market as peripheral and different from “Western” markets, which are perceived to embody the “standard”. The idea that China’s
art market needed time to develop was expressed in the early 1990s, when the first
market organisations were being established (Art & Market). Finding a similar attitude 20 years later, when the “right” market components (types of individual actors
and organisations) are present and the market enjoys considerable size, high prices
and international media attention, is striking. This is also ironic, as it shows that in
practice simply waiting is insufficient for market development.
The perception of inferiority is in line with Orientalist accounts (Said 1978).
However, my respondents are not self-orientalist, as they do not perceive this inferiority as inherent. Instead of seeing themselves as exotic, static and stuck in fixed ancient time (Fabian 1983), they conceptualise themselves as flexible and changing, as
being in the same time, just younger. This finding is in contrast with self-orientalist
tactics and discourses of self-presentation found in the Chinese tourist industry and
among Chinese intellectuals (Dirlik 1996; Yan and Santos 2009).
This article reveals local perceptions of the tensions of globalisation. Al144

though “Western” markets are viewed as an example to be studied (DiMaggio and
Powell 1983), the local situation is perceived to limit institutional diffusion. Complete homogenisation is perceived as being impeded, at least until certain knowledge
and stronger, more “mature” organisations are in place. The results of this article
deepen our understanding of how market actors experience the limits to global diffusion of market institutions.
Exploring how actors in other new markets view themselves in relation to
existing markets could be a welcome contribution to both globalisation and market
literature (Velthuis and Baia Curioni 2015a). Although this article does not aim to
explain why Chinese art market participants see their market as an organism, possible answers can be suggested. It may have to do with the character of art markets as
places of highly personal businesses where dominant actors, such as producers and
consumers, are individuals linked by close and intensive relationships, and where the
metaphor is in sync with other personal metaphors used within this market (cf. Velthuis 2005). In this case, the metaphor can be expected in other emerging markets
with close family-like collaborations.
A more likely explanation is that the metaphor is an extension of a widely
used general metaphor of new inexperienced entities as young organisms (Lakoff
2003). The metaphor can be expected in other developing markets and industries
that are “catching up” with foreign counterparts, provided that it fits into the conceptual system of a local language. As the health metaphor is associated with the
market’s rapid growth and art market boom, the health component of the organism
metaphor may be absent in markets or industries that are developing slowly. With the
Chinese contemporary art market having emerged in the last 10–30 years, many in
this market witnessed, experienced, and remember how it was conceived and born.
Measured in lived years, this market is not only younger than the “Western” markets, it is also younger than the majority of its own actors. As time passes, and the
market becomes older than its participants, it may outgrow the metaphor, whether
or not it meets the expectations and becomes as mature as many in this market hope.
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7. Conclusion
The field research that I conducted for this project took me from an artist’s spartan
room, heated by a coal stove in a village, to the east of Beijing and a collector’s villa
shaped like the Guggenheim museum Bilbao, in the prestigious northern suburbs. I
visited upscale office towers where collectors worked, and chatted with gallery employees who lived in their gallery’s back space. I talked to young aspiring artists,
and art world superstars whose presence at a business banquet gave the host face. I
spent months going to art districts – freezing and windy in the winter, and lively and
dusty in the summer – walking kilometres around auction previews and art fairs,
and sitting through auctions and art fair events. I ate cookies and watched people at
gallery openings, and sipped excellent espressos in industrial hip art district cafés
and green tea at tea ceremony tables in galleries’ back office spaces. I spent hours
at a time hanging out in artists’ cramped modern apartments and massive, museum-like studios in more and less remote and rural artists’ villages. Compared with
the previous decades, the Chinese contemporary art market is much bigger, more
established and organised. In the 1980s and 1990s China, unless you were an insider,
contemporary art was “hard to find”, according to an art critic who entered the scene
early on. When I was conducting fieldwork in 2012–2014, the overall architecture of
the contemporary art market was in place. Since the late 1970s, this market has been
emerging rapidly, and during my fieldwork I observed this emergence.
One of the most striking things about China’s contemporary art market is
its similarity to art markets in Europe and the USA. This market is inhabited by artists, collectors and intermediaries. Its organisations – commercial galleries, auction
houses, art fairs, biennales, and museums – are largely homogenous with their counterparts in other countries. They look similar and work in familiar ways. Commercial
galleries are spacious, with white walls and rough industrial aesthetics. They are
reminiscent more of museums than of shops. They organise regular exhibitions with
a curatorial theme. The art world crowd comes to opening parties to see and to be
seen. If an artwork is sold, it is not replaced by another one, as it might be in a shop,
but stays until the end of the exhibition. A red dot is placed next to it to indicate it
has been sold. Similar to galleries in New York or Amsterdam, there is no cashier to
be seen, and commercial transactions are held in the back space, which is not accessible to regular visitors (cf. Velthuis 2005). Art auctions are upscale, ceremonial and
meticulously scripted. Auction houses print catalogues, organise auction previews,
and collect commissions on sales. Just like at long-standing auction houses such as
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Christie’s and Sotheby’s, these are English-style auctions: the lot goes to the highest
bidder. Auctioneers talk quickly, excitedly and repetitively. Potential bidders wait for
their lots, noting the realised prices in their catalogues. Art fairs are held at large
exhibition centres, where gallerists sit in their booths, and visitors can attend lecture
programmes. Artists, collectors and dealers are cosmopolitan and stylishly dressed.
Artworks that are bought and sold in this market are evocative of the contemporary
art one could find in the art worlds of London and New York. Alongside paintings,
there is photography, video art, and large installations. In some ways, then, the Chinese art market is organised similarly to the so-called Western model, or the architecture of European and US art markets.
Despite these remarkable similarities, during my fieldwork I discovered that
some aspects of the Chinese art market are different and hard to make sense of for
scholars of Western art markets. Whereas in many markets, auctioning artworks by
young artists and recently created artworks is considered illegitimate, many artists,
dealers and collectors engage in these practices in China. Some contemporary artists are members of Official Art Associations (OAOs), which have no equivalents in
Europe or the USA. Some buyers judge the value of art primarily by auction prices, or
by an artist’s position in the bureaucratic hierarchy, rather than by an artist’s participation in the museum exhibitions or biennale shows that usually signal artistic
recognition. Often, there is disagreement about legitimate ways to act. Practices are
diverse, and change quickly. Artists, dealers and others are reflective about the differences between the market in China and markets abroad.
How has the market for contemporary art been emerging in mainland China? This was the overall question driving this study. Five content chapters of this
article-based dissertation address different themes related to market emergence, as
well as other issues. In these chapters I have already summarised the answers to the
specific research questions posed in the separate studies, as well as my contributions to the art market and China studies literature. The discussion below focuses on
the central concern of this study, and of economic sociology more generally: market
emergence.
The main argument that I put forward is that the emergence of the Chinese
contemporary art market is closely connected with foreign markets, individuals, organisations and institutions in a number of ways. I argue that understanding the
links with foreign markets and actors is key to understanding how the Chinese contemporary art market has been emerging and why it is shaped in a certain way. These
links include travels of commodities, individuals, organisational forms, practices and

147

shared understandings between China and abroad. They also include foreign actors
directly contributing to institution-building and value construction. Links are also
present at the level of perceptions: foreign markets remain a reference point for the
Chinese art market participants. However, this does not imply that the emergence
of this market is a simple transplantation of the Western models to China. Instead,
I argue that there are limits to diffusion of organisational and institutional models.
The reasons for these limits are primarily institutional and related to the fact that
this market is new. More broadly, I argue that when studying market emergence, it is
important to look not just at the roles of powerful actors, such as governments, or at
interactions between local actors (cf. Aspers 2011; Fligstein 2001b). It is also important to look at where the models come from, and at the relationships between new and
existing markets and therefore at the processes of organisational and institutional
diffusion, valuation and sensemaking. In other words, rather than primarily focusing
on organising within a new market, I suggest that market emergence can be understood as a result of transnational processes. Therefore, this study makes contributions not only to the understanding of market emergence, but also to globalisation
theory.
In what follows, I first outline how the Chinese contemporary art market has
been emerging, focusing on the establishment of organisational forms, valuation
practices and perceptions. Then I highlight the role and processes of the diffusion of
organisational and institutional models in this market’s emergence. I also highlight
reasons for the limits of diffusion, including the newness of the market. In doing
so, I discuss theoretical implications of the findings for economic sociology and the
sociology of globalisation. Finally, I reflect on the research process and offer suggestions for future research.
CRE ATING THE MARKET FOR CONTEMPOR ARY ART IN CHINA
ORGANISATIONAL FORMS IN THE EMERGING MARKET
As outlined in the introduction, from an economic-sociological perspective, the
emergence of a market requires solving several problems. One of the important elements of market emergence concerns building organisations. Therefore, I studied
how the now prevalent organisational forms in the Chinese contemporary art market
were installed in China. While some local organisational forms initially emerged,
those were few, and the organisational forms that have survived are primarily of
foreign origin. I found that the main organisational forms – commercial galleries
and auction houses – were modelled on their foreign counterparts. Local and foreign
individuals based in China copied them from abroad because they perceived them to
148

be legitimate. In Chapter 3, I argued that this points to the mechanism of mimetic
isomorphism (DiMaggio and Powell 1983). Initially, the Chinese art market organisations differed significantly from their models in established markets. One had to buy
a ticket to observe an auction, some galleries were located in five-star hotels, and art
could be sold at a biennale (cf. DeBevoise 2014). Yet, the origin of the models is clear.
As one of the first gallerists in China, originally from Australia, told me:
“From the beginning the idea was that we were trying to establish a
gallery along the way we did it in the West. We couldn’t model it on
how we did it in China, because there wasn’t any model.”
In Chapter 3, I argued that those who copied the organisational models
could be considered institutional entrepreneurs (cf. DiMaggio 1988; Guthrie 1999).
I showed how legitimising organisational forms in the new market involved agency
and effort, in other words, institutional work. This supports the findings of economic
sociology and organisational studies literature that stress the roles of institutional
entrepreneurs and institutional work in field and organisational change (cf. DiMaggio 1988; Lawrence and Suddaby 2006). What is interesting about the case of the
Chinese market is that those who set up some of the first commercial galleries and
auction houses had, or acquired, foreign connections, or were foreigners themselves.
The first commercial galleries were established by people from the USA, Europe and
Australia, who lived in China and were familiar with the international gallery model.
Chen Dongsheng and his team, who founded the first auction house, sought out connections with, and learned from, Sotheby’s Hong Kong. This suggests the important
role of foreign markets and actors in the creation of the Chinese art market.
As I showed in Chapter 4, not all organisational forms were borrowed from
abroad. An art infrastructure existed in China prior to the contemporary art market’s
emergence. This included, for example, the bureaucratic art system of the OAOs with
artists as salaried employees. With the development of the market in China, artists
had an option to not join the art bureaucracy, as they could be active “outside the
system” (tizhiwai). It is remarkable that the OAOs did not disintegrate with the arrival of the new market structures. They not only survived, but remained powerful.
New foreign organisational forms of commercial galleries and auction houses did not
clash with the pre-existing OAOs, because the latter did not act as market intermediaries. Without local competition, the foreign models served as a basis for the contemporary art market’s development. I argued that although originally unrelated to the
market, the OAOs have now formed institutional complementarity with the market,
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through participating in the informal economy of bribery, among other things. The
fact that the OAOs did not disappear, is also explained by path dependence (Mahoney 2000). My research showed, however, that where the contemporary art market
is concerned, history has limited power to explain institutional outcomes (cf. Guthrie
1999; Stark 1996). Although some contemporary artists are members of the OAOs
(see also Zhang 2014), these organisations are mostly relevant to the field of more
traditional art. Contemporary art commerce is primarily embedded in organisations
and institutions of foreign origin, such as curated exhibitions, commercial galleries,
and art fairs.
Overall, my research suggests that organisational forms in new markets can
be constructed through imitation of organisational forms abroad. This can happen
through the work of foreign individuals, or through those who have established connections in foreign markets. Foreign organisational forms may become dominant, at
least in certain circuits of the market.
VALUATION PRACTICES IN THE EMERGING MARKET
Another problem that needs to be resolved in the process of market emergence is that
of valuation. Market participants need ways to assign and determine the value of
commodities. As I have shown, the economic value of Chinese contemporary art was
initially established in informal improvised interactions that took place in China and
abroad. Many of the first buyers were foreigners, including journalists, diplomats,
and students. In China, there were no institutionalised mechanisms to determine
economic value, and price would emerge on the spot. The idea of art as commodity
was new and exciting for the artists. Local curators and art critics were sometimes
conduits for these transactions, but at other times they happened directly – through
foreign friends or spontaneous encounters. One artist told me about his first sale,
revealing its unpremeditated character, and the process by which the price emerged:
Artist: I remember in 1985, I bumped into a foreigner at the entrance to the art academy. At the time I was learning English, so he
asked me, ‘Is this the Central Academy of Fine Arts?’ I said, ‘Yes’.
Then he said, may I, he asked me, ‘Are you a teacher?’. I said, ‘Yes’.
He said, ‘May I see your paintings?’. I said, ‘Fine’, because that was
an opportunity to practice English, and so I invited him to my home.
At the time I went to Xinjiang and painted a lot, maybe 70 paintings.
So he was looking through them. When he finished, he pointed at a
painting of an old man. He said, ‘Can you sell this one?’. At the time
selling art was a disgraceful thing.
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Interviewer: Why?
Artist: In China there was no market economy, so of course there
were no buyers! It felt like a secret. I told him, ‘I’ve never sold anything, I don’t know how much it should be’. He said, ‘You tell me’.
Then I discussed it with my wife, how much is appropriate. In the
end we felt, this price seems right, and then heartlessly asked for a
thousand RMB.42 He was extremely happy. He immediately got out
the money, ‘Very well’, and handed it to me.
Likewise, artistic value was established in a non-institutionalised, experimental manner. In the 1980s and early 1990s, barely any art market infrastructure,
such as museums dedicated to contemporary art, existed in China. Similarly to economic value, artistic value was initially constructed abroad, within the infrastructure of foreign markets or in collaboration with foreign-born individuals who were
based abroad, and had travelled to, or resided, in China. As I showed in Chapter 2,
value for some early commercially and aesthetically successful artworks, such as
those labelled as part of the Cynical Realism and Political Pop movements, was first
constructed abroad. Foreign art historians, curators, art dealers and collectors participated in value construction. Some of them travelled to China, and with their help,
Chinese artworks and artists travelled abroad, for example, to take part in international shows, such as the Venice Biennale. The international travel and success of
these artists and their art eventually contributed to the market construction in China, as they helped awaken the interest in contemporary art among mainland buyers.
For the local market to work, artists, buyers and intermediaries needed
mechanisms to construct and judge the value of artworks in China. In the 1980s and
early 1990s, the valuation of artworks to a considerable extent depended on foreign
markets and actors. However, during my fieldwork, I saw valuation processes unfold
in China. The local art market infrastructure has developed, including some actors
that are usually central to establishing and judging the economic and artistic value
of art. Galleries, art dealers and auction houses now have more institutionalised ways
to construct economic value. A small number of locally based curators, museums,
dealers and others are able to consecrate art.
Yet, from my research it became clear that some valuation practices in China are divergent from those of foreign markets. Although galleries paint their walls
white and avoid putting price tags next to artworks, only a limited number of them
42

Approximately 340 USD at the time.
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manage to actually consecrate art in the way we know from their European or US
counterparts. In Chapter 5 I showed that some of the main actors that valorise art are
different from established markets. Auctions are used to judge the value of artworks,
which results in the unusual practice of auctioning new artworks and artworks by
young artists. I argued that auctions are used to judge value because the market is
new and lacks trusted valorising structures, like museums and independent art criticism, as well as experienced buyers. This finding suggests that in new markets, value
uncertainty may be resolved, and value can be constructed and judged differently
from established markets. Although the organisations in China are similar to their
foreign counterparts, they work and are perceived differently. The same practice –
auctioning young artists and recently made artworks – has different meanings for
some Chinese market participants compared with participants of foreign markets.
My research suggests that market actors that have a stable presence, provide clear
signals, and are easily available and understandable, can be expected to play an important role in market emergence. This can result in a divergent market structure
compared with existing markets. Yet, as the market develops, we can expect change
in market practices.
As I argued in Chapter 4, another mechanism to construct and judge the
value of art in China are the OAOs. They serve as a judgment device in the more traditional circuit of the market. An artist’s position in the art bureaucracy serves as an
indicator of appropriate prices. Yet, these indigenous practices, starkly different from
the international art market conventions, primarily work for the more traditional
artistic styles.
In contrast to the setting up and legitimising of the first organisations, which
was the result of a directed effort, the emergence of valuation practices in the Chinese art market was the result of a much less intentional process. The first “moments
of valuation” (Berthoin Antal et al. 2015) were improvised. There are no indications
that the practices of using auction houses or the OAOs to establish and judge value
emerged by design. Rather, the valuation practices seem to have emerged more sporadically: actors were making up the market as they went along.
My findings suggest that when a market is nascent or emerging, valuation
can initially be performed abroad or with the participation of foreign actors. When
a local infrastructure is constructed, valuation can also move to the local field. Yet,
the case of the Chinese art market suggests that valuation mechanisms and devices
to judge value can differ in emerging and existing markets.
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PERCEPTIONS OF THE EMERGING MARKET
Markets in general and market emergence in particular are not usually studied in
relation to sensemaking in economic sociology. This study has broken new ground
as it has looked at how the participants of the Chinese contemporary art market understand their emerging market. I found that they make sense of their market by
comparing it with similar markets abroad. The perceived legitimacy of Western markets, and a belief that foreign markets should be learned from, has existed in China
since the notion of contemporary art reached China. It existed not only among the
institutional entrepreneurs who copied foreign models, but also among some artists
and critics, as is clear from the articles in the “Art & Market” magazine, published in
China in the early 1990s. As shown in Chapter 6, Chinese art market actors continue
to perceive the international, or foreign art markets as a desirable model that they
should learn from (cf. Guthrie 1999). They take the legitimacy of Western markets
for granted. They make sense of their market by conceptualising it as a developing
organism, a child, and Western markets as mature and developed organisms. The
participants in China’s art market with whom I spoke were acutely conscious of the
differences with foreign markets and sometimes exaggerated them.
During my fieldwork, it became clear that participation in markets in Europe
and the USA is highly desirable for Chinese art market actors. Showing me their résumés, artists pointed out shows and residencies in Germany or South Korea, in which
they had participated. Other artists emphasised that they worked with a gallery in
Spain or the USA. Art dealers tried to get accepted to take part in foreign art fairs.
Collectors pointed out that they bought art in New York as well as Beijing. This suggests that one has a higher status as an international rather than merely local player.
Seeing the peripheral position of the Chinese market, this may not be a surprising
finding. What is more surprising, however, is that my respondents hoped that their
local market would work similarly to the foreign markets. Based on this research, it
could be expected that participants of new markets, when equivalent markets exist
abroad, perceive their market as young and evolving, and not yet institutionalised. It
could also be expected that participants of new markets understand their market in
terms of foreign markets and perceive it as being different from established markets.
Theories of field and market emergence expect emerging markets to be in
flux and to be characterised by disagreements about the legitimate ways to act (Fligstein 2001b; Fligstein and McAdam 2012). During my fieldwork, there was a large variety of ways in which galleries, auction houses, and other market actors operated in
China, and in some cases it was hard to discern a dominant script for behaviour. Nevertheless, there was a shared understanding about how to behave – ideally resem153

bling Western markets, even though many had different or vague understandings of
what this entailed. However, according to my respondents, behaving according to the
Western model was not achievable yet. Some of my interviewees expressed dismay at
the practice of auctioning new artists. Yet, they said they engaged in these practices
because novice buyers see auctions as a straightforward way to evaluate art. Such
market actors saw a conflict between international and local requirements. They felt
it was difficult to adopt some market practices in the early stages, but they believed
it would be possible later as the market gradually “matured”. Thus, I found that understandings are not necessarily translated into practices (cf. Czarniawska and Sevón
1996: 250-252).
Valuation practices emerged in an experimental manner and did not result
from conscious design. Studying perceptions of market actors also revealed a relative
lack of agentic market construction. The conceptual metaphor of a developing organism, or a child, that market actors have for the market, suggests that they perceive
market development to be not only the result of actions but also of passivity and
patience. This finding brings nuance to the accounts that emphasise the centrality of
agency in market construction (e.g. Fligstein and McAdam 2012).
MARKET EMERGENCE THROUGH TR ANSNATIONAL DIFFUSION
TRANSNATIONAL ISOMORPHISM
The main question driving this study is that of market emergence. This research suggests that market emergence can be understood not just as result of mutual adjustment among (potential) market actors or as result of organised construction by the
state (Aspers 2011; Fligstein 2001b), but also in terms of connections with foreign
markets and actors. I have argued that the emergence of the contemporary art market in mainland China is an outcome of transnational processes. Thus, this study has
contributed not only to the sociology of markets literature (Aspers 2011; Fligstein
and Dauter 2007), but also to globalisation theory.
Globalisation has been studied from multiple perspectives in sociology and
other disciplines (for an overview see, e.g. Guillén 2001a). One of the central debates
is whether globalisation leads to convergence of patterns of economic, political and
cultural organisation across the world (Guillén 2001b; Meyer et al. 1997; Orrù et al.
1997). Institutional scholars in particular have focused on transnational diffusion
in the global field. Some scholars have put the global field at the centre of their inquiries and have argued that institutionalised models diffuse globally in the “world
society” (Drori et al. 2006a; Frank and Meyer 2007; Meyer et al. 1997). These scholars
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emphasise the rise of awareness of the world as an important social unit, pointing
to the issues that are now considered global, such as the environment, to the emergence of international organisations, and to the shared world culture. They see global diffusion as a result of this interconnectedness, mutual dependency and global
pressures concerning social organisation. In contrast, comparative institutionalist
scholars have emphasised the unique features of economic organisation across the
world, caused by the cultural and structural features of local environments (Hamilton and Biggart 1988; Guillén 2001b; Whitley 1992). The discussion of convergence
and divergence in economic sociology has faded since its peak in the 1990s (but see,
e.g. Kuipers 2015 in cultural sociology). However, many issues, such as whether new
markets and fields take shape homogenous with, or divergent from, existing markets
and fields elsewhere in the world, remain unresolved. I have contributed to this debate from the perspective of a field that has been little studied previously.
I have argued that the institutional field of contemporary art commerce in
China is closely linked with the broader transnational organisational and institutional field in which the Chinese field is embedded. The global contemporary art market, with similar types of commodities, organisations, and institutions in different
countries, and with international events where market actors regularly come together, is a recognised area of institutional life (Brandellero 2015; Khaire and Wadhwani
2010; Velthuis 2013). When the Chinese art market began to emerge, similar markets
and the transnational field of art commerce already existed abroad. Since the reform
and opening up policy was initiated in China, in 1978, a number of links between the
nascent Chinese and foreign contemporary art markets developed. My findings show
that these links have been crucial for the emergence of the contemporary art market
in China and for the configurations it has been assuming. In particular, the Chinese
art market has been emerging by way of entering the transnational field of contemporary art commerce and through institutional diffusion in this transnational field
(DiMaggio and Powell 1983).43
In Chapters 2 and 3 I demonstrated how China became included in the transnational field. Initially, the concept of contemporary art, the roles of contemporary
artist, curator and regime of inspiration (Boltanski and Thévenot 2006) reached
China primarily through publications and the travel of individuals. Chinese artists
like Zhang Dali, Huang Rui, and Ai Weiwei travelled abroad in the 1980s and early
43

I use the term transnational field not in the sense of “transnational cultural field”, which extends
Bourdieu’s concept to the global scale (Kuipers 2011). Rather, I use the neo-institutional conception, which puts less emphasis on struggle and domination, and more on institutionalisation (see
Fourcade 2007).
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1990s, where some of them cooperated with commercial galleries and participated
in exhibitions. Foreign curators and art dealers began taking an interest in China,
especially from the late 1980s onwards. As Chapter 2 revealed, since the late 1980s,
Chinese artists have been participating in high-profile shows internationally. This
participation in the international art world was due, among other things, to networks of individuals in Hong Kong, China, and Europe. Thus, not only those who
lived in China long-term and established some of the first organisations, but also
foreign curators, dealers and collectors visiting China temporarily, contributed to
the creation of the art market. Even though relatively few Chinese artists travelled
abroad, few foreign art world members visited China, and the information about the
art worlds abroad that reached China was limited, all this was sufficient to connect
the nascent art market in China with the transnational field. It was through this
field of contemporary art, in which China was becoming included, that the organisational and institutional models diffused to China. Although there were conscious
attempts, for example, by art critic Lü Peng, to build the market in China by learning
from the West, it is remarkable that many Chinese actors became incorporated in the
transnational field not as a result of instrumental action directed at constructing an
art market in China. The spread of notions of contemporary art and artists, and the
initial travels of Chinese artworks, artists and curators in the transnational field led
to institutional diffusion, but were not aimed at instrumental market-building. This
points to unintended consequences and the improvisational character of market
emergence.
At the time of my fieldwork, diffusion of institutions was still underway.
It continues because of the persisting “myth” (Meyer and Rowan 1977) – a widely
shared belief that guides and shapes action – that the Western markets are more
efficient and “mature”. In the course of my fieldwork, the art market actors emphasised how they tried to learn from Western markets, which seems to lead in the direction of convergence with the architecture of the foreign markets. Diffusion also
continues because of the continued participation of Chinese art market actors in the
transnational field of contemporary art commerce. It is no longer just Chinese artists
and curators, but increasingly organisations, such as commercial galleries, that are
travelling abroad. A degree of isomorphism is needed to be a member of the international art world and market. Participation in international events requires abiding by
the rules and conforming to the practices prevalent in the Western markets. Another
source of isomorphism is education abroad. Quite a few respondents asked me to recommend good art management programmes in Europe. As more people have studied
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art history and art management abroad in recent years, and have returned to China
to work in the art market, isomorphism is becoming increasingly normative (DiMaggio and Powell 1983). The Western model of art market organisation is already taken
for granted in the Chinese art world. With more interaction, and better understanding of the concrete workings of the foreign markets, the Chinese and foreign markets
seem to be becoming more similar. Foreign collectors, curators, museums, auction
houses, and other actors were crucial for value creation and the building of organisations and institutions in China when the market started emerging. As the Chinese
art market is becoming institutionalised, copying is also taking place between local
actors within the more proximate field in China.
My research suggests that it was not due to international organisations or
professionals that the foreign models of organisations and institutions were installed
in China (cf. Drori et al. 2006b; Meyer et al. 1997). I also found that it was not the
Chinese state that orchestrated organisational and institutional diffusion (cf. Dobbin
1994; Fligstein 2001b). Instead, I conclude that foreign organisational forms and institutions spread to China through the process of isomorphism in the transnational
field (cf. Franssen and Kuipers 2013). The diffusion of foreign models and subsequent
convergence that I found contrast with the emphasis on divergence in economic
structures across societies or “durability of national patterns” emphasised in cultural sociology and comparative institutional literature (Guillén 2001b; Fligstein and
Freeland 1995; Kuipers 2015). Rather, the case of the Chinese market suggests that
awareness of other markets, and desire to become part of the global or international
market, leads not to differentiation, but to convergence (cf. Guillén 2001b).
LIMITS TO INSTITUTIONAL DIFFUSION
It is interesting that despite the strong desire of the Chinese art market actors for
convergence, full homogenisation of the new and existing markets has not happened. My research on the emergence of the Chinese contemporary art market shows
that institutional diffusion has limits (cf. Guillén 2001b; Meyer et al. 1997). I found
divergent practices in the new market, for example, in the mechanisms of valuation.
At the same time, my respondents perceived their market as different. How can the
divergent features of the Chinese contemporary art market be explained? Comparative institutional sociologists, who emphasise divergence of economic structures
across the world, have identified a number of reasons for persisting cross-national
differences. They have pointed to, for example, national culture (Hamilton and Biggart 1988) and strong local institutional logics (Biggart 1991) as reasons for distinct
economic and social organisation across countries.
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I conclude that in the case of the Chinese art market, the divergence is mostly due to differences in the local institutional context related to the newness of the
market. The shape that this emerging market has been taking, and how it is perceived, can be explained by the fact that it is new. The differences were especially
pronounced during the early stages of market emergence. Initially, contemporary art
and the related infrastructure were not familiar to most people in China, nor did
they interest them. I have argued that because the environment to which the organisational forms were brought was different, despite the artists’ enthusiasm for
the new organisations, founding them was not easy and required institutional work
and adjustment of models. As I argued in Chapter 3, when the first galleries were
established in the 1990s, they were located in places like five-star hotels, because of
restrictions on foreign individuals’ businesses at the time. Auction houses solicited
artworks directly from artists, because hardly any galleries or collectors existed. The
China Guardian founder Chen Dongsheng and his team had to overcome bureaucratic hurdles when they tried to obtain a license, because some officials were not
convinced about this type of organisation. I found that foreign organisational forms
and associated practices, such as where auction lots are solicited from, were modified
to fit the local context, which supports the findings of translation literature in organisation studies (Czarniawska and Sevón 1996). While organisations in China and
abroad are the same in name, they differ in the ways they work (cf. Guillén 2001b;
Kuipers 2015; Westney 1987).
The differences in contexts remain. As I have shown in Chapter 5, trusted
museums and independent art criticism are lacking in China, the notion of contemporary art remains relatively new and unfamiliar to the majority of people, and a
significant number of (potential) market participants are inexperienced. This is why
some institutions, for example the illegitimacy of auctioning artworks by young artists, did not travel to China along with the organisational forms of auction houses
and galleries. Yet, as I have shown throughout this study, there are indications that
the local environment is changing. The actors that are part of the art market infrastructure in China are developing. As a result, the Chinese contemporary art market
seems to be becoming more homogenous with markets abroad.
It is striking that the differences between what we know about art markets
in Europe and the USA (e.g. Velthuis 2005) and what I witnessed in China are not as
stark as those presented in interviews and documents about the 1990s. Many institutions, now associated with the main organisational forms, have been increasingly
shaped by the norms and conventions prevalent in art markets abroad. As I indicated
in Chapter 5, development of certain types of market actors, such as commercial gal158

lery and museum systems, results in changes in behaviours, such that they become
more similar to international conventions. A rich cosmopolitan elite, exemplified by
Lin Han and his wife Wanwan Lei, who own M WOODS museum in the “798” art
district, is emerging and is increasingly interested in contemporary art as a status
symbol. Young Chinese people educated abroad are socialised in the international art
world conventions early on. Others get their art history and art management degrees
in Europe or the USA. Commercial galleries become more experienced and trustworthy. As the institutional environment in China changes, and more participants of
the Chinese art world become familiar with what they perceive as “correct” ways to
do things, the Chinese art market is becoming more similar to the other markets that
are part of the transnational field. As a curator told me:
“At first, auction speculations were effective, but gradually everyone
learned the rules of the game, and speculations became ineffective.
It’s not like someone exposed it, everyone’s just become much more
rational.”
How do these findings contribute to the debate about the reasons behind
cross-national differences? This research makes it clear that the reasons for differences in economic behaviour in the emerging Chinese market identified here, such as
auctioning artworks by young artists, are institutional, and are primarily caused by
the newness of the market. They cannot be primarily explained by national culture
(cf. Hamilton and Biggart 1988; Westney 1987: 218-219). Unlike Guillén (2001b), who
found that differences in economies across countries result from the mutual awareness of firms in different countries, which in turn encourages them to differentiate, I
did not find evidence that differences among economic structures of societies develop in response to globalisation. Path dependence has had relatively limited influence
on the contemporary art market emergence. Barriers to the spread of the contemporary art market organisations and institutions to China lie not in the strength of
local models (Westney 1987) or in the pre-existing historically developed institutional logics of behaviour, which is one of the oft-used explanations for institutional
differences (Biggart 1991; Biggart and Guillén 1999). Instead, I found that barriers
to the spread of the contemporary art market organisational forms and institutions
to China lie in the lack of some elements of market infrastructure and the lack of
experience of local actors in China. These findings are in line with the work of comparative institutional scholars who argue that local institutional configurations limit
imitation across societies (Orrù et al. 1991; Westney 1987). My contribution, however,
is in showing that newness of the market can also be a reason for limits of diffusion.
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Neil Fligstein (2001b: 78) wrote about the “liability of newness” in markets, which
implies inability to control competition in recently emerged markets.44 I have shown
that market newness can have consequences for the functioning of organisations,
valuation mechanisms, and the perceptions of such a market by its participants.
I do not suggest that the Western architecture of art markets prevails because it is the most efficient form for profit-maximisation, an explanation that some
neo-classical economists may have (Fligstein 1996: 657), or what Guillén (2001b: 3)
called the “modernist, flat-earth view of globalization”. Neither do I argue that the
Chinese art market will fully converge with the international markets (cf. Guillén
2001b; Kuipers 2015). The socio-economic context, in which local art market institutions are embedded in China, arose from unique historical circumstances and can
be expected to remain different (see, e.g. Guthrie 1999: 6). Yet, I argue that some
differences, such as those caused by the novelty of the market and inexperience of
most (potential) actors, may be temporary. My findings complicate Meyer and colleagues’ theory of global diffusion within world society, as I found initial attempts
to establish indigenous organisational forms, and as some contemporary Chinese
artists are involved with the local bureaucratic OAOs. Yet, it is clear from my research
that the Chinese contemporary art market has been becoming strikingly similar to
markets abroad as time passes. Convergence is taken seriously among the actors in
the emerging Chinese art market. I posit that scholarship would benefit from taking
convergence seriously again and looking at how it operates as a process, including
micro-level interactions (cf. Meyer et al. 1997).
WHY HAVE FOREIGN LINKS BEEN IMPORTANT
IN MARKET EMERGENCE?
This study has shown that foreign markets and actors can be important in market
emergence. This is a significant contribution to economic sociology and the sociology of markets in particular. Although transnational isomorphism of certain institutions has been empirically documented and theorised (Guthrie 1999; Franssen and
Kuipers 2013; Ramirez and Ventresca 1992), this study has been one of the first to
explicitly point to the understanding of market emergence in these terms. For what
kinds of markets, or under what conditions, is it useful to think of and study market
emergence with regard to foreign or transnational fields? Why have foreign markets
and actors been so important in the emergence of the market for contemporary art in
China? Some possible answers can be suggested.
Although contemporary art, which is the commodity in this market, is made
44
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For conceptualisation of the different stages in market or field development, see Fligstein 2001b:
75-86 and Fligstein and McAdam 2012: 86-96.

in China by Chinese artists, the very notion of contemporary art stemmed from
abroad. In addition, the market architecture for this type of commodity already existed elsewhere. Existing markets were united in the transnational institutional field
of contemporary art commerce. In this sense, the Chinese market has been a peripheral market, coming to the scene relatively late. My findings suggest that market
emergence through diffusion of organisational forms and institutions can be expected when there is a transnational organisational field, which facilitates isomorphism.
It may be especially in the emerging markets, where the very concept of the main
commodity is originally foreign, that we can expect significant foreign influence on
how such a market is organised (cf. Westney 1987).
In addition, in Maoist China there were no markets, be it for antiques, or
for socialist realist or traditional art. Thus, there were no pre-existing commercial
structures through which the new commodity could be traded. No obvious alternative models were available in China. As a result, the organisational forms and institutions of contemporary art commerce came from abroad. At the same time, the
Chinese government was barely interested in constructing an art market, and was
hardly regulating it. The organisational and institutional structures were therefore
not imposed top-down. Also, the climate since the late 1970s in China was that of
opening up to the world. The openness to foreign influences was important, because
organisational forms and institutions need to be legitimate to take root in a new
place. The positive connotations of foreign structures seem to have provided fertile
ground to bring in and eventually legitimise foreign organisations and institutions.
As a result of the combination of these factors, foreign actors and markets overall
played an important role in the creation of the contemporary art market in China.
LOOKING BACK , LOOKING FORWARD
This study is one of the first to investigate market emergence in a global context. It
is unique in that it studied this matter by focusing on the contemporary art market
in China. I did not aim to provide a complete representation of the process of market
emergence, which is a process spanning several decades. Instead, this research has
highlighted a number of important mechanisms of market emergence by focusing on
organisational forms, practices of constructing and judging value, and sensemaking
in markets. I have focused on the more organised aspects of the market: the main organisational forms, relatively common practices, and widely shared understandings.
The Chinese contemporary art market has been described as the “wild, wild East”
(Pollack 2010). Yet, in the preceding chapters I have shown that this market is already organised in a number of ways. It constitutes a relatively well-defined field. The
organisations are in place, even if institutions associated with them in some cases
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diverge from those in markets abroad. Some practices are shared among many, even
if not the majority of the market actors. In addition, there are shared understandings
about the stage of the market development.
Both my findings and my approach open up many new questions, not only
about the Chinese art market, but also about market emergence in general. My findings have also allowed me to formulate new hypotheses that can be tested in China
and in other contexts. These new avenues for future research could also be explored
from a neo-institutional perspective.
Based on existing economic-sociological research of markets and fields in
general (Aspers 2011; Fligstein 2001b; Fligstein and McAdam 2012), I expected this
new market to be unsettled, with unstable hierarchies and rules of behaviour. Indeed,
I did discover that in the Chinese art market some institutions were in flux. When
I was doing my fieldwork, answers to some of the problems of market emergence,
such as what should be the main types of intermediary organisations, were taken for
granted. Others, like how an artist should deal with auctions, remained a source of
anxieties, worries and uncertainties for some market actors. Many practices have not
(yet) become institutionalised, or they are only common in a particular section of the
contemporary art market.
Although economic-sociological literature has formulated expectations for
the organisation of new markets, in-depth studies of recently emerged markets are
rare. My research suggests that more focus should be put on researching the less-institutionalised aspects of markets. When there are no ready scripts available on how
to act for the market participants, how do they make decisions about their actions?
Why do some market actors adopt particular practices, but not others? When actors
adopt certain institutions, are they motivated by long-term or short-term considerations? These aspects of emerging markets could also be studied in relation to foreign markets. Why do ideas, such as the notion that auctioning young artists’ works
is illegitimate, only travel from abroad to some art world actors, but not to others?
How does the degree of exposure of the actors to foreign markets affect their practices and understandings? Qualitative and especially ethnographic research designs
would be a productive way to investigate these new questions.
The data collected for this project indicate that the creation of the Chinese
art market has not been a smooth process, but one of trial and error. For instance,
the Biennial Art Fair – an indigenous organisational form – only survived one installment (DeBevoise 2014). Some institutions prevalent in markets in Europe and
the USA did not travel to China, and others were not adopted by all Chinese contemporary art market actors. I would welcome more studies on failure, which has so far
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been investigated more in globalisation studies than in sociology of markets literature. In particular, I call for more historical research in these directions.
This study has focused on the contemporary art circuit in Beijing and its
relations to foreign art markets and individuals. Pointing out and examining these
relations is one of the main contributions of this study. To understand the global
flows better, further research on foreign art organisations and foreign individuals
associated with the Chinese market could be conducted. I carried out empirical research primarily in mainland China, as I was interested in the shape this market
has been taking. I interviewed a significant number of foreign nationals in Beijing,
including those who do not reside there. I also interviewed collectors, auction house
employees and others based in Hong Kong and the Netherlands. This was a more
practical approach than travelling to different countries to interview particular individuals. However, more in-depth research on foreign markets, and how their actors
and events have influenced market emergence elsewhere, is a promising avenue of
research. Thus, more generally, I would suggest studying the emergence of local markets by investigating transnational markets and markets abroad in more detail.
There is evidence that the architecture of the Western art markets is also
changing. As an art dealer, originally from the USA, who has a gallery in China, put
it in an interview:
“…at the same time that the Chinese art system was developing for
better or worse, a contemporary art system, the Western art system
was also changing. So you have these two things that are changing-shifting changing-shifting.”
What are the possible reasons for these changes? My research shows that a
lack of trusted actors and experience has consequences for market functioning. The
change in the transnational market may thus have to do with the fact that it is becoming larger and more diverse, with new inexperienced participants, which leads to
less certainty about institutions. One could also hypothesise that the changes that
we are witnessing may result from the reverse flow from China or other countries
to foreign markets. Now that some Chinese artists, galleries and auction houses are
increasingly prominent internationally, are some institutions travelling in the opposite direction: from China to Europe and the USA (cf. Dore 1973)? This research suggests that transnational flows of institutions and organisational forms are based on
perceived status and legitimacy. Therefore, I would not expect many organisational
forms or institutions to travel in the opposite direction. To elucidate these processes, a longer engagement with the field is recommended. Longitudinal studies of the
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continued emergence of the Chinese art market and foreign markets could be illuminating. Will the Chinese and other markets become more homogenous over a longer
period of time? How will the perceptions regarding foreign markets change as the
Chinese market becomes more institutionalised? Longitudinal studies of field and
market emergence in real time present an interesting research path, complementing
existing insights based on historical studies.
I have also found indications of the importance of regional flows in market
emergence, which raises the following questions. What is the role of East Asian dealers, museums, collectors and artists in the emergence of the Chinese contemporary
art market? How have Taiwanese, Japanese, Hong Kongese or Korean actors mediated
the travels of artworks, individuals and institutions? More broadly, this study has
revealed that it is worthwhile to study the roles of both central and regional markets
and actors in order to more fully understand the processes of market emergence.
Contemporary art commerce in China is centred in, but not limited to, Beijing, which
leads to questions about how the emergence of Beijing and local art markets in China
are interconnected. How have the local markets of contemporary art, outside the
capital, been emerging (cf. Plattner 1996)? Do institutions trickle down from Beijing
to the provinces, and if so, how? To what extent are the central and local markets
integrated? Overall, I have pointed out that markets emerge in relation to each other,
and studies of other local markets, also outside the field of art markets and beyond
China, would help understand these relationships further.
The innovative study of the perceptions of market emergence that I have
carried out has also highlighted the importance of time. It has shown that market
participants perceive market emergence and institutionalisation as being slow. Indeed, my study showed that approximately 30 years after contemporary art – which
would become a commodity – appeared in China, and approximately 20 years after
the first intermediary organisations were established, this market has only become
institutionalised to some extent. This is surprising and contradicts the usual images
of China as a rapidly developing country. The perceived and actual time of market
emergence – how long it takes for not only stable organisations, but also stable patterns of interaction and shared understandings about them to be created – is a promising avenue for future research.
With regard to methods, as this is a study of market development, I could
have conducted more extensive archival research. I focused on the Asia Art Archive
in Hong Kong as it is one of world’s most important public archives devoted to Asian
contemporary art. It had also incorporated the famous archive by Hans van Dijk –
the first person to document the development of Chinese contemporary art – and
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other important personal archives. This research could have benefitted from consulting mainland Chinese libraries for art magazines. Unfortunately, only late in the
research process did I realise that regular art magazines contain information on the
market (cf. DeBevoise 2014). These materials could be studied in the future, for example, to trace changing attitudes towards art as a commodity (cf. Zelizer 1979) and
the processes of emergence and institutionalisation of cultural forms (cf. van Venrooij 2015).
Ethnography only captures a synchronic state of affairs, and is less helpful
for studying market emergence as a historical diachronic process. However, in my
experience, ethnographic observations and interviews have resulted in rich data concerning the ongoing process of market emergence. Therefore, ethnography could be
used to study how other emerging markets work and are perceived, in real time. This
could be a valuable addition to the historical archival methods of studying market or
organisational emergence (e.g. Johnson 2007).
As for the data analysis, I mostly carried out inductive analysis, identifying themes and patterns emerging from the data. The neo-institutional approach
in economic sociology allowed me to notice the importance of symbolic aspects of
the market, such as galleries’ white walls and regular exhibitions, as opposed to, for
example, calculating auction price dynamics. It focused attention on patterns of behaviour and shared understandings. It proved to be a fruitful approach to study market emergence. Because networks seem crucial to this market’s development, social
network analysis could be considered an effective way to analyse my data. Although
networks are clearly important in the Chinese art market, network analysis involves
a different theory of markets and is usually seen as an alternative to the neo-institutional approach (Fligstein and Dauter 2007). Network analysis does not take into
account cultural understandings or actors external to the networks, nor does it allow
us to study the dynamics shaping fields (Fligstein and McAdam 2012). I conducted
metaphor analysis, opening up an interesting avenue of market research in economic
sociology: sensemaking and perceptions of markets by their participants. How people make sense of new markets has not been previously explored in studies of market
emergence. Yet, this is important, because perceptions matter, as they help us understand actions. In particular, I showed that exploring how markets are perceived
allows us to better understand market emergence and development.
I hope others will use these findings for systematic research of other markets
in order to clarify the generalisability and scope conditions of my conclusions. In
particular, it would be useful to test whether the specified conditions lead to emergence through isomorphic diffusion from existing established markets for different
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countries and different emerging markets. One could study other emerging markets
in China, emerging art markets in other countries, and markets for different commodities, including, but not limited to, markets for singularities, such as markets
for cultural products. Comparative studies could be especially illuminating. I would
welcome studies testing my findings about strategic action in market emergence, the
extent of transformations, the local and foreign origins of particular market components, and the degree of differences and similarities with central markets and homogenisation in different contexts.
The Chinese art market is influenced by the society in which it is embedded.
A Chinese artist drew parallels between the art market and Chinese society:
“Several years ago there were no auction houses, and now all of a
sudden there are plenty, and they all ask artists for artworks. Now
it’s a little messy. […] In China everything is a little messy. Some
places are upscale and beautiful, but outside such a house there’s
lots of rubbish, they exist at the same time. Because this place hasn’t
been cleaned up yet, but you already built a house, a five-star hotel,
really beautiful inside, but right outside it’s a mess, there’s no road
even.”
As Chinese society, which provides the institutional environment for the art
market, changes, the art market in China changes with it. However, the emergence of
a new market also influences the society in which it is embedded. The contemporary
art market provides new ways to showcase economic and cultural status through art
consumption. It also leads to new occupations in the creative industry sector, and
has an impact on tourism. As many markets were developing at approximately the
same time in China, including other cultural and luxury markets, it may be difficult
to disentangle the effects of the contemporary art market. However, as luxury markets may be especially important in emerging economies, the impact of the Chinese
contemporary art market and other luxury markets on Chinese society could be an
interesting avenue for future research.
Although classical sociologists like Max Weber were interested in non-Western societies and their economies, qualitative in-depth studies of non-Western societies are now relatively rare in sociology (but see, e.g. Chan 2012). Overall, this study
is a call for mainstream sociology to pay more attention to non-Western contexts,
and China in particular, an understanding of which is useful for theory-testing and
theory-building (cf. Pieke 2014). It is also important to redress bias more generally.
Comparative sociological studies of economies and economic institutions were most166

ly carried out before the early 2000s, and should be reinvigorated. Such analysis of
economies in different countries should be integrated with advances in the sociology
of markets. In particular, links to foreign markets should be incorporated in studies
of market emergence. In other words, this study is a call to venture into different,
albeit less easily accessible contexts.
In the preceding chapters, I have shown that market emergence can result
from transnational processes, and that understanding connections with foreign
markets and actors is crucial to understand how markets emerge, an insight that is
rarely discussed in sociology. I have also shown that if a market is nascent or new, its
actors have to be creative. Markets are increasingly emerging in complex institutional environments, embedded in both local and transnational structures. Some future
actors in a nascent market envision the market, and may become inspired by markets
abroad; others enter the emerging market. Market actors make up the market as they
go along, yet, they are constrained by existing conventions both abroad and in the
local context. In a highly uncertain not-yet-institutionalized environment, they have
to figure out the acceptable behaviour to adopt. As the market evolves, they have
to be flexible and improvise. They have to be skillful and imaginative, yet, much
remains outside their control. Making art requires creativity, and so does making
markets.
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APPENDIX (PERTAINING TO CHAPTER 4)
LIST OF STUDIED OFFICIAL ART ORGANISATIONS
IN LOCAL LANGUAGE

OFFICIAL WEBSITE

China National Academy
of Painting (CNAP)

中国国家画院

http://www.chinanap.org/

Beijing Fine Art Academy
(BFAA)

北京画院

http://www.bjaa.com.cn/

China Artists Association
(CAA)

中国美术家协会

http://www.caanet.org.cn/

Beijing Artists Association
(BAA)

北京市美术家协会

None

中国书法家协会

http://www.ccagov.com.cn/

The Russian Academy
of Arts (RAA)

Российская Академия
Художеств

http://www.rah.ru/

The Union of Artist
of Russia (UoAR)

Союз Художников
России

http://www.shr.su/

The Moscow Artists
Union (MAU)

Московский Союз
Художников

http://artanum.ru/

The Creative Union of
Russian Artists (CURA)

Творческий Союз
Художников России

CHINESE ORGANISATIONS

China Calligraphers
Association (CCA)
RUSSIAN ORGANISATIONS
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http://tcxp.ru/
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SUMMARY
The Chinese contemporary art market is one of the world’s largest. Hundreds of art
galleries, auction houses, artists, critics, and collectors engage in a flourishing art
commerce in mainland China. Yet, as recently as the early 1990s, there were no intermediary organisations or stable market practices and conventions, nor were there
shared understandings about how the art trade should unfold. In other words, there
was no market for contemporary art. This dissertation addresses the question: how
has the contemporary art market been emerging in China? Market emergence is a
central concern of economic sociology. This study contributes to the understanding
of this process by looking at the previously little-studied field of the contemporary
art market in China.
This dissertation adopts a neo-institutional perspective in economic sociology, which is an innovative way to study China’s cultural industries and markets. In
accordance with this perspective, I understand the art market as a field constituted
by actors and structured by informal rules, practices, and shared understandings. For
a field to come together, organisations and institutions – formal and informal rules
and conventions that guide behaviour – have to be created. The neo-institutional
perspective is useful as it allows us to look at the origin and establishment of organisational models, shared practices of valuation, and shared understandings in the
market. It sees their emergence as an outcome of historical and cultural processes.
Economic sociologists often understand market emergence as a result of construction by powerful actors, such as governments, or as a result of mutual adjustment among (potential) market actors. Many markets and fields emerge in complex
institutional environments, for example, they may be embedded in both local and
transnational fields. Yet, sociological studies of emerging markets do not sufficiently
account for how this embeddedness in such complex environments influences market
emergence. This dissertation focuses on a market that is developing on the periphery
when similar markets are already established elsewhere. It is one of the first studies
to look at market emergence in a global perspective. The Chinese contemporary art
market is therefore an important case, which allows us to gain insights into market emergence and market globalisation more generally. It also allows us to bring
non-Western societies back into the realm of economic sociology.
This dissertation relies on extensive ethnographic and interview data. It
draws on ten months of observations made between 2012 and 2014 in the contemporary art world of Beijing, which is the centre of China’s art world. It also draws on
180 in-depth interviews with artists, collectors, art dealers, art critics, auction house
employees, and other market actors, as well as on historical and contemporary writ188

ten materials, such market reports and auction catalogues.
This article-based dissertation consists of five articles that tackle different
empirical questions regarding the emergence of the market for contemporary art in
China. The chapters highlight different aspects of market emergence: international
travel and valuation of commodities within and outside an emerging market (Chapter 2), the process of establishment of the main organisational forms (Chapter 3), the
role of pre-existing organisations (Chapter 4), valuation institutions (Chapter 5), and
shared understandings (Chapter 6) concerning an emerging market. Each chapter
highlights links with the established contemporary art markets outside China. The
chapters focus on travels of artworks, organisational forms, and institutions across
countries, similarities with and differences from art markets abroad, and the roles
of foreign actors and institutions in the Chinese art market creation. Thus, this dissertation highlights diffusion and the limits to diffusion of organisational forms and
institutions.
Chapter 2 traces the process of assigning value to commodities by foreign
and local actors, such as art critics and biennales, when a local market is emerging.
It focuses on artworks labelled Cynical Realism and Political Pop, which are among
the most readily recognised styles of Chinese contemporary art in China and abroad,
and elucidates reasons behind their successful local and global circulation. It reconstructs an “evaluative biography” of these artistic styles, from the time when there
was barely an art market in China, to the present day. The chapter examines how
these styles were evaluated, and how their value (or lack thereof) was justified, by a
variety of actors in China and abroad. It argues that their success was possible first,
because of the diffusion of the category of contemporary art and the “regime of inspiration” associated with it. Second, their success was possible because different audiences with complex identities applied their own orders of worth to the works. This
was partly enabled by the polyvalent character of the artworks and by their labels,
which were understood in a number of ways. This chapter shows how, when a market
is emerging, valuation can be performed abroad or with the participation of foreign
actors first.
A new market needs organisations to mediate commerce. Where did the
organisational forms now dominant in the Chinese contemporary art market come
from, and how were they implemented? Chapter 3 details the mechanisms of how
some of the main organisational forms – commercial galleries and auction houses
– were first established in China in the 1990s. It argues that they were modelled on
organisational forms that existed abroad, sometimes in minute detail. The so-called
“institutional entrepreneurs” imitated foreign organisational forms because they
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perceived them as legitimate, which points to the process of mimetic isomorphism
in the transnational field. This chapter discusses the institutional work required for
the establishment of the organisations. It draws attention to the differences between
the Chinese and foreign art market contexts, which had an impact on the isomorphic process and its results. It also highlights the role of individual agency, including
the role of foreign nationals, in the establishment of organisations. It suggests that
organisational forms in new markets can be constructed through imitation of organisational forms abroad. This can happen through the work of foreign actors, or
those who have established connections in foreign markets. Foreign organisations
can become dominant, at least in certain parts of a new market.
Chapter 4 examines the local art organisations that existed before the market started emerging. It investigates the surprising fact that some pre-existing organisations, which were active in the Maoist era, persist even when the institutional
environment has changed. It focuses on Chinese (and Russian) Official Art Organisations, absent in Europe and the USA, which are mostly associated with more traditional art forms, and explains why they did not disintegrate with the emergence
of the art market. It argues that due to path dependency and institutional complementarities with the state bureaucracy, the Chinese organisations proved not only
resilient, but also highly influential in the market. These organisations are used to
establish and judge the value of art in the more traditional circuit of the market. This
chapter draws attention to differences between art market systems across the world
and suggests that “varieties of capitalism” may be found across art markets. It also
points to where the boundaries of the field of the contemporary art market lie.
Chapter 5 seeks to contribute to understanding how valuation happens in
new markets. For a market to emerge, it needs valuation mechanisms to exist locally.
While Chapter 2 shows that valuation initially happened abroad, Chapter 5 investigates how the value of contemporary art is currently constructed and judged in
China. It aims to solve the empirical “puzzle” of why new artworks and works from
unestablished artists are auctioned in China, a practice considered illegitimate in
art markets elsewhere. This chapter points to similarities between the organisational structures of the art markets in China and abroad, and differences in the concrete practices associated with them. It argues that auctions are used as so-called
“judgment devices” to establish and judge value, because the market is new and lacks
trusted valorising structures and experienced buyers. This chapter highlights that
market actors that have a stable market presence, provide clear signals, and are easily available and understandable, may play an important role in market emergence.
The case of the Chinese art market suggests that valuation mechanisms and devices
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to judge value can differ between emerging and existing markets. Yet, differences in
practices between the emerging market in China and foreign markets may be temporary, and contingent on the local institutional environment.
Participants of an emerging market need to make sense of it. Chapter 6 focuses on shared understandings about an emerging market. It asks the question: how
do the Chinese contemporary art market participants understand the development
of their new market? This chapter suggests a novel approach to studying markets
through metaphor analysis. Unlike other economic-sociological studies of market
emergence, it focuses on emic perceptions and their consequences for actions in an
emerging peripheral market. By analysing a guiding conceptual metaphor for the
contemporary art market in China, it investigates how the market actors make sense
of their market and its global position. It shows that the Chinese contemporary art
market actors conceptualise it as a developing organism and juxtapose it with “mature” Western markets. The Western markets are perceived as “good” and legitimate,
because they have existed longer. This metaphor enables China’s market actors to
justify illegitimate behaviour, renders the market participants passive, and inspires
them to act as learners and educators. It enables them to imagine the market’s future, both resembling and diverging from older markets. The conceptual metaphor of
a developing organism, or a child, that market actors have for the market, suggests
that they perceive market development to be not only a result of actions, but also of
passivity and patience. Therefore, this chapter suggests theorising non-agentic elements of market construction, which are not sufficiently addressed in economic sociology. It discusses how globalisation is perceived by actors in a peripheral market,
and shows that this peripheral market’s participants do not “self-orientalise”. It calls
for studying emic understandings in other developing markets.
Chapter 7 presents conclusions concerning the central question: how has the
contemporary art market been emerging in China? It explains how this market has
been emerging by being incorporated in the transnational field of art commerce, and
discusses the process of institutional diffusion and its limits. I argue that the Chinese
contemporary art market is still emerging: it is characterised by disagreements about
the legitimacy of certain market practices, such as the auctioning of art by unestablished artists. Yet, this dissertation shows that this market is also, to a certain extent,
developed and institutionalised. Market actors, institutional structures to value art,
and shared understandings about the stage of the market evolvement have developed. In many ways, the Chinese contemporary art market is similar to art markets
in Europe and the USA. For instance, commercial galleries in China look like white
cubes, and organise exhibitions in ways akin to their foreign counterparts. I argue
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that the similarity is due to the fact that the Chinese art market has been emerging
as part of the transnational field of contemporary art commerce. The organisational
forms and institutions were adopted in China as a result of their diffusion in this
transnational field. However, this research has also identified limits to diffusion. For
example, even though galleries look like white cubes, some of them promote their
unestablished artists at auction, which is illegitimate in other art markets across the
world. I found that the divergence is mostly due to the local institutional context and
is related to the newness of this market. Barriers to the spread of the contemporary
art market institutions to China lie in the lack of some elements of market infrastructure and lack of experience of local actors in China. As the widely shared belief persists in China that Western markets represent the best way to organise art commerce,
and as local market infrastructure develops and local actors gain experience, further
convergence with Western or international markets can be expected.
Some issues, such as to what extent new organisations and institutions adopt
features of existing counterparts elsewhere, have remained unresolved in globalisation studies. Therefore, this research not only contributes to market sociology by
highlighting the global dimension of market emergence, it also contributes to globalisation studies by elucidating the mechanism of transnational diffusion in market
emergence and arguing that convergence should be taken seriously again. Overall, I
argue that links with foreign markets, individuals, organisations and institutions are
central for understanding the emergence of the Chinese contemporary art market. I
suggest that market emergence can be understood as a result of transnational processes. When studying market emergence, it is important to look at where the models
come from and at links between new and existing markets. As markets emerge in
complex institutional environments, embedded in local and transnational institutional structures, market emergence should be analysed in a broader, global perspective.
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SAMENVAT TING
De Chinese hedendaagse kunstmarkt is een van de grootste ter wereld. Honderden
kunstgaleries, veilinghuizen, kunstenaars, kunstcritici en verzamelaars participeren
in een bloeiende kunsthandel op het Chinese vasteland. Echter, tot de vroege jaren
’90 waren er geen intermediaire organisaties of stabiele marktgebruiken en conventies, noch gedeelde opvattingen over hoe de kunsthandel bedreven moest worden.
Met andere woorden, er was geen hedendaagse kunstmarkt. Dit proefschrift stelt dan
ook de vraag: hoe is de hedendaagse kunstmarkt in China ontstaan? Het ontstaan
van markten is een centraal vraagstuk in de economische sociologie. Dit onderzoek
draagt bij aan het begrip van dit proces door te kijken naar een tot op heden weinig
onderzocht veld – de hedendaagse kunstmarkt in China.
Dit proefschrift hanteert een neo-institutioneel perspectief in de economische sociologie, wat een innovatieve manier is om China’s culturele industrieën
en markten te onderzoeken. Conform dit perspectief, zie ik de kunstmarkt als een
veld gevormd door actoren en geordend door informele regels, praktijken en gedeelde
opvattingen. Voor de totstandkoming van een veld moeten er organisaties en instituties – formele en informele regels en conventies die gedrag sturen – gecreëerd
worden. Het neo-institutionele perspectief maakt het mogelijk om te kijken naar het
ontstaan en de oprichting van organisationele modellen, gedeelde praktijken van
waardebepaling en gedeelde opvattingen in de markt. Het ontstaan hiervan wordt
beschouwd als het resultaat van historische en culturele processen.
Economische sociologen zien het ontstaan van een markt vaak als het gevolg
van constructie door machtige actoren, zoals overheden, of als het resultaat van
wederzijdse aanpassingen tussen (potentiële) marktactoren. Veel markten en velden
ontstaan in complexe institutionele omgevingen. Ze kunnen bijvoorbeeld zijn ingebed in zowel transnationale als lokale velden. Sociologisch onderzoek naar het
ontstaan van markten maakt echter onvoldoende duidelijk hoe ingebed zijn in complexe omgevingen het ontstaan van markten beïnvloedt. Dit proefschrift legt zich toe
op een perifere markt in opkomst, wanneer soortgelijke markten elders al bestaan.
Het is een van de eerste onderzoeken die de opkomst van markten in een mondiaal
perspectief plaatst. De Chinese hedendaagse kunstmarkt is dan ook een belangrijke
casus, die ons in het algemeen inzichten kan verschaffen over de opkomst en globalisering van markten. Het stelt ons ook in staat om niet-westerse maatschappijen
weer bij de economische sociologie te betrekken.
Dit proefschrift is gestoeld op uitvoerige etnografische data en interviews.
Het is gebaseerd op tien maanden aan observaties, gedaan tussen 2012 en 2014 in de
hedendaagse kunstwereld van Beijing, het hart van de Chinese kunstwereld. Tevens
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maakt het gebruik van 180 diepgaande interviews met kunstenaars, verzamelaars,
kunsthandelaren, kunstcritici, veilinghuismedewerkers en andere marktactoren, alsook historische en hedendaagse geschreven bronnen, zoals marktrapporten en veilingcatalogi.
Dit proefschrift bestaat uit vijf artikelen die verschillende empirische vragen behandelen omtrent de opkomst van de hedendaagse kunstmarkt in China. Elk
hoofdstuk belicht een ander aspect van de opkomst van de markt: de internationale
verplaatsing en waardering van handelswaar, zowel binnen als buiten een markt in
opkomst (hoofdstuk 2), het ontstaansproces van de belangrijkste organisatievormen
(hoofdstuk 3), de rol van reeds bestaande organisaties (hoofdstuk 4), waarderingsinstituties (hoofdstuk 5), en gedeelde opvattingen (hoofdstuk 6) aangaande een markt
in opkomst. Elk hoofdstuk belicht verbindingen met de gevestigde kunstmarkten
buiten China. De hoofdstukken leggen zich toe op de verplaatsing van kunstwerken,
organisatievormen en instituties in verschillende landen, de overeenkomsten en
verschillen met kunstmarkten buiten China, en de rol van buitenlandse actoren en
instituties in het creëren van de Chinese hedendaagse kunstmarkt. Derhalve laat dit
proefschrift de verspreiding en de grenzen van de verspreiding van organisatievormen en instituties zien.
Hoofdstuk 2 legt het proces van waardebepaling van handelswaar door
buitenlandse en lokale actoren, zoals kunstcritici en biënnales, bloot tijdens het
ontstaan van een lokale markt. Daarbij richt het zich tot kunstwerken die als Cynical
Realism en Political Pop zijn bestempeld, welke zowel in China als daarbuiten tot de
meest herkenbare stijlen van Chinese hedendaagse kunst behoren, en werpt het licht
op hun succesvolle lokale en mondiale circulatie. Het reconstrueert een “waarderingsbiografie” van deze kunststijlen, vanaf de tijd dat er nauwelijks sprake was van
een kunstmarkt in China tot vandaag de dag. Het hoofdstuk onderzoekt hoe deze stijlen werden gewaardeerd, en hoe hun waarde (of gebrek daaraan) werd verantwoord,
door verschillende actoren in China en daarbuiten. Het betoogt dat hun succes ten
eerste mogelijk was dankzij de verspreiding van de categorie van hedendaagse kunst
en het “regime of inspiration” dat daarmee werd geassocieerd. Ten tweede was hun
succes mogelijk omdat verschillende soorten publiek met complexe identiteiten hun
eigen “orders of worth” toepasten op de werken. Dit kwam deels door de pluriforme
aard van de kunstwerken en hun label, die op een aantal verschillende manieren
geïnterpreteerd werden. Dit hoofdstuk laat zien dat, als een markt in opkomst is,
waardering aanvankelijk in het buitenland plaats kan vinden of met behulp van
buitenlandse actoren.

194

Een nieuwe markt heeft organisaties nodig om de handel te bemiddelen. Waar kwamen de organisatievormen die nu dominant zijn in China vandaan?
En hoe werden ze toegepast? Hoofdstuk 3 beschrijft hoe sommige organisatievormen – commerciële galeries en veilinghuizen – in eerste instantie in de jaren ’90 in
China tot stand kwamen. Het betoogt dat ze gemodelleerd werden naar bestaande,
buitenlandse organisatievormen, soms tot in de kleinste details. Zogeheten “institutionele ondernemers” kopieerden buitenlandse organisatievormen omdat ze die
als legitiem beschouwden, wat wijst op een proces van mimetisch isomorfisme in
het transnationale veld. Dit hoofdstuk behandelt het institutionele werk dat nodig
is voor het oprichten van organisaties. De verschillen tussen de contexten van de
Chinese en buitenlandse kunstmarkten worden belicht, welke van invloed waren
op het isomorfisch proces en de resultaten daarvan. Het belicht ook de rol van individuele“agency”, inclusief de rol van buitenlandse actoren, bij het oprichten van
organisaties. Verder stelt dit hoofdstuk dat organisatievormen in nieuwe markten
opgericht kunnen worden door buitenlandse organisatievormen te kopiëren. Dit kan
mede gebeuren door het werk van buitenlandse actoren of actoren met connecties in
buitenlandse markten. Buitenlandse organisaties kunnen dominant worden, althans
in sommige delen van een nieuwe markt.
Hoofdstuk 4 onderzoekt de lokale kunstorganisaties die reeds bestonden
voordat de markt in opkomst kwam. Het analyseert het verrassende feit dat sommige
reeds bestaande organisaties, die al actief waren in de tijd van Mao, standhouden
zelfs nu het institutionele milieu is veranderd. Het kijkt naar Chinese (en Russische)
Officiële Kunstorganisaties, die niet bestaan in Europa en de VS, en die voornamelijk
geassocieerd worden met meer traditionele kunstvormen, en verklaart waarom zij
niet zijn verdwenen met de opkomst van de kunstmarkt. Er wordt betoogd dat door
padafhankelijkheid en institutionele complimentariteiten met de overheidsbureaucratie de Chinese organisaties niet alleen veerkrachtig, maar ook zeer invloedrijk
bleken in de markt. Deze organisaties worden gebruikt om de waarde van kunst vast
te stellen en te beoordelen in het meer traditionele circuit van de markt. Dit hoofdstuk vestigt de aandacht op de verschillen tussen kunstmarktsystemen in verschillende landen en suggereert dat er “variaties van kapitalisme” zijn in verschillende
kunstmarkten. Ook laat het de grenzen zien van het veld van de hedendaagse kunstmarkt.
Hoofdstuk 5 draagt bij aan het begrip over hoe waardebepaling in nieuwe
markten plaatsvindt. Voordat een markt kan ontstaan moeten er lokale waarderingsmechanismen aanwezig zijn. Waar hoofdstuk 2 laat zien hoe waardering aanvankelijk
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in het buitenland gebeurde, onderzoekt hoofdstuk 5 hoe de waarde van hedendaagse
kunst thans in China wordt vastgesteld en beoordeeld. Doel is om de empirische “puzzel” op te lossen waarom nieuwe kunstwerken en werken van ongevestigde kunstenaars in China worden geveild, een praktijk die in andere kunstmarkten als illegitiem
wordt beschouwd. Dit hoofdstuk wijst op de gelijkenissen tussen de organisatievormen van kunstmarkten in China en elders, en de verschillen in de concrete praktijken die daarbij horen. Er wordt betoogd dat veilingen gebruikt worden als “judgment
devices”, om waarde te bepalen en te beoordelen, omdat de markt nieuw is en zij
betrouwbare valoriseringsstructuren en ervaren kopers ontbeert. Dit hoofdstuk laat
zien dat marktactoren met een stabiele marktaanwezigheid, die duidelijke signalen
afgeven, en makkelijk toegankelijk en begrijpelijk zijn, mogelijk een belangrijke rol
kunnen spelen bij de opkomst van nieuwe markten. De casus van de Chinese kunstmarkt laat zien dat waarderingsmechanismen en middelen om waarde te bepalen
kunnen verschillen tussen opkomende en bestaande markten. Toch zijn verschillen
in praktijken tussen de opkomende markt in China en bestaande markten mogelijk
maar van tijdelijke aard, en afhankelijk van het lokale institutionele milieu.
Deelnemers van een opkomende markt moeten hem kunnen doorzien.
Hoofdstuk 6 richt zich op gedeelde opvattingen over een opkomende markt, en stelt
de volgende vraag: hoe zien deelnemers aan de Chinese hedendaagse kunstmarkt
de ontwikkeling van hun nieuwe markt? Dit hoofdstuk oppert een nieuwe manier
om markten te onderzoeken door middel van metafooranalyse. In tegenstelling tot
andere economisch-sociologische onderzoeken naar de opkomst van markten, kijkt dit hoofdstuk naar de emische percepties en de daarbij horende consequenties
voor acties in een opkomende, perifere markt. Door de leidende conceptuele metafoor voor de hedendaagse kunstmarkt in China te analyseren, wordt onderzocht hoe
marktactoren hun markt en zijn positie in de wereld duiden. Het laat zien dat actoren in de Chinese hedendaagse kunstmarkt de markt conceptualiseren als een zich
ontwikkelend organisme en hem plaatsen tegenover de “volwassen” westerse markten. De westerse markten worden gezien als “goed” en legitiem, omdat ze al langer
bestaan. Deze metafoor stelt marktactoren in China in staat om hun illegitieme
praktijken te rechtvaardigen, maakt deelnemers aan de markt passief, en inspireert
ze om zich op te stellen als leerlingen en onderwijzers. Het stelt ze in staat om de
toekomst van de markt voor te stellen, die zowel lijkt op, maar ook verschilt van de
oudere markten. De conceptuele metafoor van een zich ontwikkelend organisme, of
een kind, suggereert dat ze marktontwikkeling niet alleen waarnemen als het gevolg
van daden, maar ook van passiviteit en geduld. Daarom stelt dit hoofdstuk voor om
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“non-agentic” elementen van marktconstructie te theoretiseren, welke onvoldoende
behandeld worden in de economische sociologie. Het bekijkt hoe globalisering wordt
waargenomen door actoren in een perifere markt, en laat zien dat deelnemers aan
deze perifere markt zichzelf niet “orientaliseren”. Het roept op tot het bestuderen
van emische opvattingen in andere ontwikkelende markten.
Hoofdstuk 7 presenteert de conclusies aangaande de hoofdvraag: hoe heeft
de hedendaagse kunstmarkt in China zich ontwikkeld? Het laat zien hoe de markt is
opgekomen door opgenomen te worden in het transnationale veld van de kunsthandel, en behandelt het proces van institutionele verspreiding en de grenzen daarvan.
Ik betoog dat de Chinese hedendaagse kunstmarkt nog steeds in opkomst is: zij wordt
gekenmerkt door verdeeldheid over de legitimiteit van bepaalde marktpraktijken,
zoals het veilen van kunst van ongevestigde kunstenaars. Dit proefschrift laat echter
ook zien dat deze markt, tot op zekere hoogte, ontwikkeld en geïnstitutionaliseerd
is. Marktactoren, institutionele structuren voor waardebepaling, en gedeelde opvattingen over het stadium van marktvorming zijn ontwikkeld. In veel opzichten lijkt
de Chinese hedendaagse kunstmarkt op kunstmarkten in Europa en de VS. Commerciële galeries lijken bijvoorbeeld op white cubes, zij organiseren tentoonstellingen op
soortgelijke wijzen als hun buitenlandse tegenhangers. Ik stel dat de gelijkenissen
toe te schrijven zijn aan het feit dat de Chinese hedendaagse kunstmarkt is opgekomen als onderdeel van het transnationale veld van de hedendaagse kunsthandel.
De organisatievormen en instituties zijn in China overgenomen als gevolg van hun
verspreiding in dit transnationale veld. Echter, dit onderzoek toont ook de grenzen
aan van deze verspreiding. Bijvoorbeeld: hoewel galeries er uitzien als white cubes,
promoten sommige galeries hun ongevestigde kunstenaars op veilingen, wat illegitiem is in andere kunstmarkten in de wereld. Ik heb vastgesteld dat deze divergentie
vooral toe te schrijven is aan de lokale institutionele context en samenhangt met hoe
jong deze markt is. Barrières voor de verspreiding van hedendaagse kunstmarkt instituties naar China komen door een gebrek aan bepaalde elementen van marktinfrastructuur en een gebrek aan ervaring bij lokale actoren in China. Gezien het wijdverbreide geloof in China dat westerse markten de beste manier zijn om de kunsthandel
te organiseren, en gezien het feit dat de lokale marktinfrastructuur zich ontwikkelt
en lokale actoren aan ervaring winnen, ligt een verdere convergentie met westerse of
internationale markten in de lijn der verwachting.
Sommige kwesties, zoals de vraag in hoeverre nieuwe organisaties en instituties eigenschappen van bestaande tegenhangers elders overnemen, zijn onbeantwoord gebleven in globaliseringsstudies. Daarom draagt dit onderzoek niet alleen bij
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aan de sociologie van markten door het mondiale aspect van marktontwikkeling te
benadrukken, maar draagt het ook bij aan globaliseringsstudies door licht te werpen
op het mechanisme van transnationale verspreiding bij marktontwikkeling, en door
te stellen dat convergentie weer serieus genomen moet worden. In toto betoog ik
dat relaties met buitenlandse markten, individuen, organisaties en instituties een
centrale rol spelen in het begrijpen van de ontwikkeling van de Chinese hedendaagse
kunstmarkt. Ik opper dat marktontwikkeling gezien kan worden als het resultaat van
transnationale processen. Bij onderzoek naar marktontwikkeling is het belangrijk
om te kijken waar de modellen vandaan komen en naar de relaties tussen nieuwe en
bestaande markten. Aangezien markten zich ontwikkelen in complexe institutionele
milieus, en ingebed zijn in lokale en transnationale institutionele structuren, moet
marktontwikkeling geanalyseerd worden in een breder, mondiaal perspectief.

198

