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Selling art to the world in Chelsea

JULIA ROTHENBERG

This paper explores the dynamic interaction that occurs
between large-scale social processes, urban development
and the production of artistic expression and meaning
through an analysis of art and urban change in the West
Chelsea district of New York City. I begin my analysis with
a discussion of specific works of art and expand to the local
and global context to which these works respond and help
to construct. Both urban space and artistic production,
consumption and the social meaning attached to art by
artists, critics, audiences and other art world actors have
felt the impact of the turn to free market policies and
ideology that have attended global economic restructuring
and the rapid pace of globalisation. At the same time, art’s
new role as an engine of urban commerce and the
accompanying expansion of the art market have helped to
shape city districts like West Chelsea and have left their
mark on the work that is exhibited and sold there.
My analysis integrates a close study of two works of art
exhibited in West Chelsea, interviews and other
ethnographic data and recent literature on the arts and
urban restructuring and the perspective of critical theory.
I also provide photographic documentation of social
interaction and the built environment of West Chelsea as it
evolved in response to the expansion of the art worlds there.
A secondary aim of this research is to contribute to a larger
discussion about the social role and critical capacities of art
in today’s social, economic and political climate.

INTRODUCTION

Artists have long been tied been tied to specific urban
spaces and milieus. Recently, however, a number of
interrelated developments have radically restructured
urban life in large cities like New York in general and
artists’ relationship to cities in particular. These
developments include the decline of welfare state policies
and ideology and the replacement of these with
market-based solutions to social problems (Harvey 2002;
Moody 2007), the increased pace of globalisation
processes (Sassen 1991, 2006; Brenner and Theodore
2002; Brenner 2006) and the use of art and culture to
gentrify and re-brand cities and urban neighbourhoods

Julia Rothenberg is an Assistant Professor of Sociology at Queensborough Community College, CUNY. She has published articles and book chapters on the
sociology of the arts, critical theory and contemporary art and the arts and gentrification. She is currently working on a book, Sociology Looks at the Arts, to be
published by Routledge in 2013. She is also conducting research on the High Line Park in Chelsea and its role as an engine of urban development and social
exclusion.

(Zukin 1982; Deutsch and Gendel 1984; Smith 1996;
Smith and Fillipas 1999; Mele 2000; Hackworth 2002;
Ley 2003; Lloyd 2005). These phenomena, especially the
latter two, have also contributed to the transformation of
art into a source of speculative capital (Velthius 2005,
2008). Large-scale changes in the nature of global
capitalism, and the relationship between the arts and the
market, have not only had an impact on the cities in
which artists live, make art and exhibit their work. They
are also registered in the form and content of individual
works of art, especially in terms of art’s capacity to
engage in social critique and in the formal strategies that
artists employ in order to create socially critical art.

Western art’s relationship to social critique has been
central to its self-definition since modernity (Graña
1964) and has spawned the development of a variety of
avant-gard practices of resistance and disturbance
through both aesthetic and extra-aesthetic means
(Kristeva 1980; Bürger 1993; Clark 2001; Jameson 2007).
I am interested in exploring the ways that the
constellation of social factors noted above are registered
in, and have had an impact on, the critical capacities of
contemporary visual art, especially art which plays a role
in the art market and officially acknowledged ‘art worlds’
(Becker 1984).1

My study begins with an attempt to identify traces of the
social forces tied to economic restructuring in the work
of two artists who exhibit in commercial galleries in
New York’s West Chelsea gallery district and who are
also prominent players on the global art scene. I then
embed these art works in their urban context, focusing
on how the policies and ideas that support the
market-orientated restructuring of social life on the
global level have played out on the level of urban space in
New York City’s West Chelsea art district. Shifting back
and forth between analyses of global processes,
neighbourhood change, and specific works of art is,
admittedly, an unorthodox approach in the social
sciences. These three threads are, however, held together
from the perspective of Marxist theory from which I
draw. From this perspective, ‘society’ (including social
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278 J. Rothenberg

FIGURES 1–3. From Total War Sales Event, installation by Josephine
Meckseper, courtesy of Elizabeth Dee Gallery.

structure, social institutions, culture and all of the other
referents deployed by social scientists which together
denote ‘society’ in its broadest sense) is complex and
multi-dimensional, but that ultimately one can identify
interests and tendencies that to some degree permeate all
facets of social life (Jameson 1974, 225). Thus, by
examining multiple facets of social life, the logic as well
as the contradictions that characterise a particular social
formation can be discerned.

METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS

I have chosen to focus my study on West Chelsea because
of its central place in the global art world. Indeed, while
the ‘official’2 art world plays out on an international
stage, West Chelsea, with its density of commercial
galleries and auction houses serves as an internationally
recognised centre of art world status, reputation-making
and sales. In addition, the manner in which art and
culture have been harnessed by developers to transform
the Chelsea neighbourhood provides a vivid illustration
of art’s role in new urban development. I flesh out my
discussion of West Chelsea with data derived through
traditional methods of urban ethnography, including
interviews with artists dealers, residents and art critics,
and field-notes that I gathered over an eight month
period in 2007 and 2008, as well as more casual
conversations and observations of the Chelsea scene that
have been more or less ongoing since 2000. I also
supplement my written descriptions of the West Chelsea
district with several researcher-produced photographic
images (Warren and Karner 2005; Pauwels 2008). These
images provide visual information, which, like any
written account, has been filtered and sorted by
technological apparatuses and the interests of the
researcher (in this case myself). The photographic
records of the built environment and social interaction
that I have selected (and in some cases have provided)
are meant to provide a more specific (see Becker 2002,
2004) and more textured account of the dimensions of
the social world of West Chelsea on which I focus my
study.

Works of art provide a very different sort of ‘evidence’ in
this study. They are especially interesting social products
because in their production, social processes have been
mediated through conscious, subjective, intention and
experience. Modern and contemporary artists work
within established symbolic codes, but they also
intentionally manipulate or even break those codes to
produce objects that will be understood by their
audiences as unique, extraordinary and surprising.
In part for this reason, works of art often appear to both
resist and acquiesce in the social conditions in which
they are embedded (Adorno 1998). Here, through a
discussion of the aesthetic and narrative strategies
deployed in only two works of art, I will present two
possible responses to the social processes described
above.3 In restricting my study in this way, I follow the
example and implicit claims of social analysts such as
Georg Simmel (1991), Theodor Adorno (2003) and,
more recently, Robert Witkin (1992, 1997) all of whom
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Selling art to the world in Chelsea 279

have begun profound social analysis with an enquiry into
discreet and singular social objects4 within which
dominant social forces (and social contradictions) find
expression.5

MECKSEPER’S MODELS AND ROTTENBERG’S
BODIES

Josephine Meckseper and Mika Rottenberg exhibit many
similarities both in terms of their artistic concerns and
their careers. They are both in their 40s, transplants from
other countries to the United States (Meckseper is
German, Rottenberg grew up in Israel) and they both
received MFAs from elite art departments in Los Angeles
and New York City respectively. They both exhibit their
work internationally (Meckseper is represented in the
prominent Saatchi collection in London) and in
well-established, though not ‘top- tier’ (Halle and Tiso
2005), Chelsea galleries. Both artists incorporate new
media as well as elements of earlier avant-garde
traditions in order to create work that both makes peace
with and challenges contemporary social conditions.

Meckseper’s fairly recent (May 2008) show at Elizabeth
Dee was an installation called Total War Sales Event. The
show deployed a hodgepodge of materials to evoke a
series of themes including the war in Iraq, post
9/11 attacks on civil liberties and the poverty of
contemporary political discourse (Figure 1). In the
middle of the gallery (Figure 2) stood three manikins, in
a timely reference to the three political candidates
jostling for presidential nomination. One wore a
crucifix-emblazoned tie around his shoulders like a
priest’s stole (Barack Obama?), the next, missing one
arm, wore a T-shirt with the slogan, ‘If you love freedom
thank a vet’ (John McCaine?) and the last stood in front
of a walker on which was placed a whisky bottle, a Bible,
and an ashtray (Hillary Clinton, no doubt). A mural of a
giant, black and white American flag adorned one wall of
the gallery, with only the stripes painted on the facing
wall. In the next room a six-minute video loop featuring
a montage of advertisements for gas-guzzling cars was
accompanied by pounding soundtrack of the sort that
might energise the opening moments of a Nascar race
(Figure 3).

Meckseper’s work, like most of what Elizabeth Dee
exhibits in her small West Chelsea art gallery, fits the
genre of ‘installation art’, filling the entire gallery space
with various forms of two and three dimensional
construction, built environments and sometimes moving
images and sound, creating a total and often interactive
environment through which the viewer must travel.
Installation art came to prominence in the 1990s, and

FIGURES 4–6. From Dough, video installation by Mika Rottenberg, courtesy
of Nicole Klagsbrun Gallery.

deploys many of the strategies of avant-garde movements
of the 1960s like conceptual art, Art Povera and
environmental art (Reiss 1999; Crow 2005). The 1960s
avant-garde movements and the artists associated with
them explicitly sought to avoid the commercial gallery
system by creating pieces that could not easily transfer
from their original sites to the gallery, using
impermanent materials, or rejecting the object
altogether. Such strategies drew on the cultural critiques
of capitalism, consumerism and authoritarianism
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280 J. Rothenberg

articulated by a generation of young activists (Gitlin
1993). Meckseper borrows the materials and strategies of
these avant-gardes – the detritus of everyday life, the
occupation of space and an ironic plagiarism of mass
culture – to invoke the shabby and shallow nature of the
American political system. Through the use of aggressive
sound and the numbing repetition of the video loop in
the next room, Meckseper provides a commentary on
American masculinity, the fetishisation of the car and the
damage to the environment wrought by our dependence
on oil. These elements of Meckseper’s piece remain in an
unresolved state of tension with the setting in which they
are displayed. By packaging and displaying her critique
of mass media and consumer culture in the sterile and
hermetic space of the commercial gallery and the global
art circuit, Meckseper ironically undermines the critical
power of her artwork.

Mikka Rottenberg, born in 1976 in Buenos Aires but
raised in Israel, is one of a cohort of female rising young
art stars who graduated from Columbia University’s
MFA program in 2004. Her first show in Chelsea in 2004,
at Nicole Klagsbrun, one of the first commercial galleries
to relocate from SoHo to Chelsea, was the video
installation ‘Dough’. This piece takes on, in a
surprisingly lyrical and meditative manner, questions of
women’s bodies and women’s labour in the global chain
of production. In order to watch the video, the viewer
must enter a claustrophobia-inducing white box in the
front of the gallery. The video itself, shot inside a set that
Rottenberg constructed in her large Harlem studio,
features a vertical beehive of cramped, cubicle spaces, in
which women, wearing the standard uniforms of
domestic or care workers, disconnected from one
another, take part in a surrealist production process.
In the top compartment sits a huge, brown-skinned
woman, with a flower in her hair and rivulets of sweat
dripping down her body (Figure 4). Next to her in her is
a bouquet of flowers (Figure 5) to which she is
apparently allergic, as each sniff of the flowers causes
tears to run down her cheek and body, finally dribbling
through a hole in the floor below. Meanwhile, she guides
a stretchy, flesh-like mass of dough that comes through a
hole in her ceiling through the hole in the floor of her
own compartment to the one below, where another
woman guides the dough through to the next
compartment (Figure 6). The dough is then broken into
pieces by a third uniformed woman in the bottom
compartment. It is not clear if the tears that the obese
woman produces are an integral part of the production
of dough, or merely incidental.

As with Meckseper, Rottenberg’s work owes a debt to
avant-gardes of the 1960s and 1970s whose connection

was to radical politics rather than the art market. In this
case, Rottenberg recalls the concern with the body,
performance, subjectivity, the abject and somatic
experience deployed by feminist performance artists
such as Carolee Schneeman, Hanna Wilke, Elinor Antin
and Adrian Piper.6 As with Meckseper, the references to a
tradition of art making that emerged in part as a
response against the mainstream commercial art world
and was explicitly embedded in larger social and political
questions stand in stark contrast to the commercial
setting. Nonetheless, Rottenberg’s piece succeeds in
providing both a narrative of the particular forms of
exploitation that women experience in the global labour
circuit (the woman’s exaggerated female body, with its
damp excretions suggests the gendered nature of
care-work, while the cramped isolation suggests living
and work conditions in the Maquilladoras), and also
invokes the physical discomfort and isolation of the
workers in the viewer. One not only ‘gets’ the point, but
one also ‘feels’ the suffering endured by these women.
In this way, exploitation, which remains abstract as a
conceptual category, is made concrete and personal
through the medium of art. The viewer is not presented
with a solution to the problem of exploitation, but
neither is she allowed to feel the comfort of the art
consumer who has swallowed their daily dose of
art-world political commentary and can now get back to
the business of shopping.

Both Meckseper’s and Rottenberg’s works respond to
local and global conditions including the relationship
between art and the market, globalisation and the
growth of free-market, global capitalism more generally
in ambivalent and revealing ways. As I move on to
address the local and global context in which these works
are produced and exhibited I will return intermittently to
these pieces in order to elaborate the point that this work
should be viewed as both a response to and participant
in larger structural conditions.

OF ART, MONEY AND THE CITY

Like many contemporary artists, Meckseper and
Rottenberg deploy aesthetic strategies of the avant-garde
of the 1960s and 1970s – many of which were already
recycled versions of the artistic, social and political
subversion practiced by DaDa and Surrealists in the early
decades of the twentieth century (Bürger 1993).
Contemporary artists, however, face a very different
relationship to the market than their predecessors.
Artistic production has been tied to the market since the
rise of capitalism in the fifteenth century (Hauser 1951;
Woodmansee 1994). Indeed, the development of a
market-based system of artistic support provides the
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Selling art to the world in Chelsea 281

material conditions for Western conceptions of art’s
unique status as – at least in part – the product of free
and unfettered individual expression (Elias 1993).
As long as artists’ work was supported financially
through an abstract and, at least in theory, democratic
system, their dependence on the market could be
reconciled with a degree of artistic freedom – including
the freedom to engage in social or political critique – far
greater than that allowed by the concrete and subjective
patronage of the Church or the state. At the same time,
an important source of art’s social and symbolic value, at
least since industrialisation, has been its distinction from
other kinds of commodities, a distinction rooted in part
through artists’ disavowal of economic motives
(Bourdieu 1996). Thus, art has occupied a rather unique
position in that, while relying on market relations and
the sanctity of private property as the condition of its
autonomy, it has also been able to reject, critique and
subvert dominant social, political, economic and cultural
forms of life. This position has been maintained in part
through art’s relatively marginal economic position
compared with far more central sources of speculative
value and investment. More recently however, a series of
art market booms, and the rapid pace of market activity
made possible by the new (and old) global financial elite
that has emerged with economic restructuring created an
unprecedented climate of art market activity and
speculation. At the same time, the use of art and culture
as economic engines in the post-industrial urban
economy (Zukin 1982; Deutsch and Gendel 1984; Smith
1996; Smith and Fillipas 1999; Mele 2000; Hackworth
2002; Ley 2003; Lloyd 2005) has lent to art a more
central and visible economic position. This has led to a
more explicit encroachment of market values and
imperatives into a realm that had been, at least for some
time, characterised by what Pierre Bourdieu (1993)
called the ‘devaluation of economic value’. Thus, the
ambivalence or disdain for the market once central to the
ethos of the avant-garde is no longer a defining feature of
much contemporary art.

The economic position occupied by contemporary art
today reflects a series of developments dating back as far
as Abstract Expressionism (see Robson 2000). Art’s
importance in urban restructuring can be seen in
New York as early as Robert Moses’ plans for the
destruction of a working-class community in order to
build Lincoln Center in the 1960s (Ballon 2007).
A decade later, as Sharon Zukin (1989) explained in Loft
Living, artists, and the promotion of a romanticised
version of their lifestyle and dwellings in middlebrow
culture, helped to convert New York’s SoHo from a light
manufacturing district to an upscale residential and
retail neighbourhood. In the 1980s art and artists were

again instrumental in the gentrification of New York’s
East Village (Deutch and Gendel 1984; Smith 1996; Mele
2000). By living and working in this neighbourhood
characterised by urban blight and a large working-class
and minority population, artists lent an aura of fashion,
cool and even safety to a formerly ‘undesirable’ area,
thus, often unwittingly, aiding real-estate agents,
developers and speculators in their attempts to market
this area to a new breed of urban dwellers, the Yuppies.

The rebranding of the East Village as a desirable night life
and residential location in the 1980s was coterminous
with a monumental growth in the global art market,
accompanied by both a surge in corporate involvement
in the arts and the loss of federal funding (Chin-Tao Wu
2002). According to Andraz Szanto (2003, 404), ‘during
the decade of the 1980s, New York experienced the
greatest art boom in history’. This boom was initiated in
1980 with the first sale of a painting by a living artist for
$1 million dollars. Perhaps not so ironically, the painting
was Jasper John’s Three Flags. Soon after, even younger
artists associated with the East Village scene including
Julian Schnabel, David Salle, Jean Michel Basquiate,
Fransceso Clemente and others joined Johns at the
centre of art market success. This art market boom was
stoked by the unprecedented accumulation of wealth
made possible by the ‘trickle-down’ economic strategies
initiated in the Reagan era and Japan’s economic boom.
These factors, along with media hype of the East Village,
contributed to the rise of art investment as an (albeit
risky) form of financial speculation for a new generation
of economic elites. Although the boom of the 1980s
became a bust in 1989, the art market has managed to
revive and even thrive in successive ‘boomlets’. In the
early 1990s, the now historic link between art and urban
renewal and contemporary art’s relatively recent position
as a legitimate source of investment and speculation
together helped to transform New York’s West Chelsea,
where Mekseper and Rottenberg show their work, to a
fashionable gallery district.

THE WEST CHELSEA PHENOMENON

Prior to the mid-1990s, West Chelsea was a ‘no-man’s
land’ of abandoned factories, warehouses and storage
space. While a few artists lived or worked in West
Chelsea, its primary retail activity was prostitution.
Although the DIA Museum and The Kitchen, a
non-profit performance and exhibition space, had long
been residents of West Chelsea’s warehouse district,
galleries did not start moving in until 1994 (see Gill
2005). Then a few galleries and ‘homeless’ dealers and
impresarios who had been part of a yearly art exposition
at the Gramercy Hotel took up residence in West
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282 J. Rothenberg

FIGURES 7–8. New condominium developments, West Chelsea. Photograph by Geoffrey Berliner.

Chelsea’s relatively inexpensive warehouses and
storefronts. This first wave of galleries included Paul
Morriss, Mathew Marks, Pat Hearn and American Fine
Art – young, hip galleries that had moved from the East
Village to SoHo, where they were priced out in the final
stages of SoHo’s transition from gallery hub to boutique
shopping mall. By 1998, virtually all of the most
commercially successful ‘blue-chip’ galleries, including
Mary Boone, Sonnabend and Gagosian had relocated
from SoHo to West Chelsea and real-estate prices were
beyond the budgets of all but a few experimental or
cooperative galleries. In the mid-1990s, one informant
recalled, ‘it was funny to see prostitutes doing trade in
front of [gallery] openings – prostitutes and jaguars’
(unpublished interview 2007). By the end of the 1990s,
the streets of this former no-man’s land housed rapidly
constructed high-end condos sporting signs urging
potential buyers to ‘find the art of living’ in Chelsea
(Figure 7–8). By 2005, West Chelsea had sprouted over
239 commercial galleries (Halle and Tiso 2005) and
plans for a Chelsea branch of the Whitney were under
way. In the ultimate symbol of urban regeneration, in
2006 IAC opened its new headquarters on 18th Street
and 11th Avenue with an imposing, fort-like building
designed by the celebrity architect Frank Gehry. In 2009,

an elevated park stretching across eight blocks of 9th
Avenue and featuring the work of world-class landscape
artists, opened to the public. This park, the High-Line, a
creation of a highly funded non-profit group, Friends of
the High Line, in partnership with the city, was built on
the renovated ruins of an elevated train track first
constructed in the 1930s to move goods to and from
Chelsea’s busy factories and warehouse. Quickly
canopied and abutted by chic hotels, restaurants and
auction houses, its slender walkways are jam-packed
with tourists and people who work in local media and
service industries.

Several blocks south of West Chelsea, the Meatpacking
district, with its blend of popular culture recognition
and boutique consumption opportunities – along with
its proximity to the world of ‘high art’ – has become an
important tourist destination and site for high-end
consumption. While West Chelsea has remained
relatively free of nightlife, the Meatpacking District,
south of 14th Street and west of 9th Avenue, provides the
entertainment backyard to the neighbouring gallery
district. In the 1990s, Wall Street’s young financial elite,
many of whom had begun to collect contemporary art,
helped to transform this neighbourhood from seedy
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Selling art to the world in Chelsea 283

FIGURE 9. Waiting for brunch outside Pastis, Meat Packing District. Photograph by Geoffrey Berliner.

FIGURE 10. Gallery goers, West Chelsea. Photograph by Geoffrey Berliner.
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284 J. Rothenberg

FIGURE 11. Hotel Gansevort, Meat Packing District. Photograph by Geoffrey
Berliner.

FIGURE 13. Public housing projects on 9th Avenue, Chelsea. Photograph by
Geoffrey Berliner.

marginality to an ultra-chic restaurant and bar district,
where cobbled streets and antique signs provided a
backdrop for the evening’s entertainment, often after an
afternoon making the gallery rounds (Figures 9–10).
In the past several years, this area’s prominence has been
inflated by the opening several high-end hotels
(Figure 11) a number of exclusive designer boutiques
(Figure 12) and a gleaming, three story Apple store,
placing it on the map as a ‘must-see’ tourist destination.

FIGURE 12. Comme Les Garçon, West Chelsea, Photograph by Geoffrey
Berliner.

FIGURE 14. Young mother with Bugaboo stroller outside of neighbourhood
deli, across the street from Fulton Homes. Photograph by Geoffrey Berliner.

Even after ‘Sex and the City’ stopped airing on television,
bus-loads of tourists are unpacked daily in the
Meatpacking district as a pivotal stop on the popular ‘Sex
and the City Hot-Spots’ tour. In addition, West Chelsea
and the Meatpacking district serve as the setting for
many television and film shoots.

Neither West Chelsea nor the Meatpacking district
housed a significant residential community before their
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Selling art to the world in Chelsea 285

FIGURE 15. View of Fulton Homes from terrace bar, Maritime building. Photograph by Geoffrey Berliner.

most recent incarnations (several artists have long had
studios in the Meatpacking district, but their presence
was not significant enough to constitute a community).
The sections of 9th and 10th Avenue that link these two
areas, however, have been, since the 1960s, occupied
primarily by low-income housing projects and
businesses catering to the residents of public housing.
Here, in a neighbourhood where the average income of
the top fifth of Chelsea residents is $370,713 per year,
while the bottom fifth nets $8,844 (Gill 2005) the
cultural clashes of gentrification and displacement
central to the contemporary urban experience shape the
visual landscape (Figures 13–14). When the Fulton
Homes, a low-income public housing project, were built
in 1965, their residents were drawn from the primarily
white and Hispanic residents of Chelsea’s residential
blocks to the east. By the 1970s, the working class
residents of Chelsea were being replaced by a thriving gay
community followed at the end of the 1980s by middle
and upper-class urban elites, many of whom worked in
the finance industries. By the 1990s, most middle-class
residents had been priced out of Chelsea’s charming

townhouses and had been replaced by wealthy
professionals and their families and a number of
high-profile actors and other celebrities. Today, the
Fulton Houses and their residents continue to survive in
an environment that has become increasingly hostile
toward them. Across the street from the Fulton Houses,
the former Maritime Workers Headquarters, sold to
developers at the beginning of this decade and
transformed into an island of expensive bars and hotels,
stands as constant reminder to residents of their
exclusion from the new Chelsea (Figure 15).

Unlike in SoHo, where artists had an interest in
displacing manufacturing residents (Zukin 1989), or in
the East Village, where at least some artists banned
together with low-income residents to oppose
gentrification and displacement, West Chelsea’s artists
are nowhere to be seen. The fact that artists whose
material existence depends in large part on what takes
place around the block from the Fulton Houses have no
interest in the plight of the local community is not
surprising. They do not live ‘cheek by jowl’7 with
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286 J. Rothenberg

Chelsea’s residents and have no stake in local
communities because, as I shall argue, the most
successful artists who show in Chelsea increasingly form
networks and communities within the hermetic and
protected world of the global art world, largely
disconnected from local issues.

MARKET TYRANNY OR SPECTACULAR VALUES?

Galleries first moved from SoHo to Chelsea in order to
escape exorbitant rents, and many bought their spaces
for relatively little to ensure that they would not be
priced out in the future. Gradually, as the Chelsea
phenomenon exploded and when the zoning restrictions
against conversion housing were lifted in 2005 (Halle
and Tiso 2005), Chelsea became unaffordable for
less-established galleries who hoped to set up shop.
At the same time, by the turn of the century, despite
some ebbs and flows, the international art market had
established itself as a resilient source not only for the
acquisition of status and cultural capital, but also for
investment and speculation. Indeed, despite the current
recession, prices for contemporary art have gone beyond
their peak at the end of the 1980s. According to Olaf
Velthius, economist and author of Talking Prices (2005)
the turnover rate at contemporary art auctions more
than tripled between 2002 and 2006. In 2007,
contemporary art sales at Christie’s totalled $1.5 billion,
75 per cent more than the year before, while at Sotheby’s,
they doubled to $1.3 billion, making contemporary art
the highest-grossing auction category for the first time in
the company’s history. In addition, the number of art
galleries increased by 50 per cent between 2001 and
2007. Velthius explains that the recent boom, like the one
in the 1980s fuelled by Japanese collectors, is egged on by
new collectors – members of the elite class who have
benefited from the introduction of neo-liberal policies –
from developing countries like Mexico, Brazil, Russia
and, more recently, the Middle East and Asia.
In addition, again surpassing the excess of wealth that
Wall Street traders used to ignite the market in the 1980s,
money from hedge-fund billionaires such as Steven
Cohen, Daniel Loe and Kenneth Griffin has also been
flowing into the market (Velthius 2008). With this influx
of money and global demand, blue-chip Chelsea galleries
have expanded their bases, teaming up with galleries
abroad and opening new branches in New York and
elsewhere (Velthius 2008).

The art world and market has indeed expanded.
However, as with wealth in general, in the art world the
winners take all. The wealthiest collectors have been able
to keep up with collecting contemporary art works that
have increased 18 times in price since the mid-1980s,

while the upper-middle class collector has been priced
out of the market. More importantly, while the small
number of artists who have achieved superstar status
command incomes that match their prices, the vast
majority of artists suffer the burdens of economic
insecurity and a rising cost of living. Velthius offers this
explanation for the exorbitant prices commanded by
only a few artists:

The status effect of buying a given work of art
materializes only if the artist’s name and
reputation are widely recognized. This means
that a large number of buyers are going after a
small number of artists, so that small
differences in perceived talent will be
extrapolated into huge differences in income.
During the current boom, the income
distribution among artists has become even
more skewed, paralleling the increasing income
disparities in the economy at large. For instance,
while the most expensive contemporary
artworks sold at auction in 2004 cost on average
twice as much as the most expensive
contemporary artworks sold in 1998 (indicating
that the income of the world’s most coveted
artists increased by 100 percent), the median
income of visual artists in the US increased only
22 percent over the same period, to $38,000 a
year, according to a report by the National
Endowment for the Arts. (Velthuis 2008, 308)

Interestingly, despite the ferocious market, art dealers,
rather than selling to the highest bidder, have established
waiting lists for works by the most coveted artists. And,
like the would-be patrons of New York’s hottest
nightclubs in the 1980s, prospective buyers do not gain
their spot on the waiting list on a first-come-first-served
basis. Dealers act as gatekeepers, vetting potential buyers
for their art-world credibility, capital and reputation
before securing them a spot. In addition to the symbolic
capital that select art, artists and collectors accrue
through this waiting-list system, it also puts substantial
constraints on the works of art that artists must produce
for waiting patrons.

While commissioned artwork has always contributed
some part to art production, the rising importance of the
market was supposed to create the conditions for the
production of autonomous art by severing artists’
personal commitment to buyers. Artists, safe from the
demands of a particular buyer, could develop their work
in relative freedom. This freedom accounts in part for
the restless pace of aesthetic innovation that
characterised modernism. At the same time, that works
of art were produced independently in the artists’ studio,
and only after their completion unleashed into the
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market, distinguished them from other commodities
(and products of culture industries) which were
produced according to pre-calculated design, for a
market whose tastes, at least according to Horheimer and
Adorno’s (1986) compelling argument, had already been
both produced and accounted for. Artworks, in contrast,
entered the market after a moment of autonomy in
which the artist was relatively free to explore, create and
invent. When waiting lists enter the picture, the potential
buyer is promised a product that more or less resembles
the signature style of the artist in demand. The freedom
made possible by the market is snatched away from the
artist. Artists I interviewed felt constrained to produce a
known ‘product’ and thereby to avoid the kind of shifts,
departures and experimentation that defined the work of
modernists like Picasso, Matisse, Duchamp, Pollock or
de Kooning. These artists, at least in their 20s, 30s and
40s, were protected by their relative lack of market
relevance. Collectors paid low prices for their work and
were willing to take risks. Current art stars, whose work
often sells in hundreds of thousands of dollars before
they have reached the age of 30, must create a more or
less predictable and recognisable product if they wish to
stay in the game. In this case art, rather than submitting
to the economic calculus, is reduced to it. As the critic
Jerry Saltz asks:

When we learn that a Richard Prince
photograph fetched over $1 million or that a
Marlene Dumas canvas sold for $3 million, does
it affect the way we think about these artists’
work? High prices become part of its temporary
content, often disrupting and distorting art’s
nonlinear, alchemical strangeness. Money is
something that can be measured; art is not.
(Saltz 2007)

The flood of money in the art market has generated
heated discussion within the art world and the response
runs from critical to laudatory (see Arforum
International, April 2008 for gamut of opinions). Socially
critical art critics like Eleanor Hartney have been
particularly disheartened as the market has eclipsed the
role of the critic in determining value and meaning and
critics who want to keep their jobs have by and large
been reduced to cheerleaders or reporters (unpublished
interview 2008). Especially troubling to artists, critics
and even the dealers who participate has been the rise of
commercial international art fairs, events that seem truly
to undermine the traditional distance between works of
art and the spectacle of fashion. Jerry Saltz describes
these fairs, in which dealers from Chelsea and around the
world pay for booths in large building or tents where
they spotlight their top artists and hawk their wares to a
growing mass of collectors and gawkers as places where

commerce has replaced epistemology and the unspoken
contract that existed between artists, dealers and
collectors has been scrapped. As one private dealer
gleefully told the New York Times recently, ‘It’s one-stop
shopping. The mall experience . . . fashion, parties and
fun all wrapped up in one . . . These days art fairs are
perfect storms of money, marketability and instant
gratification’ (Saltz 2005).

Although, as Saltz goes on to say, many dealers dislike the
art fairs, they are forced to participate in order to pay
their overheads. And, he complains, while some
enthusiasts may laud the invisible hand’s ability to
separate the wheat from the chaff, the market does not
provide adequate tools for discerning aesthetic quality or
for interpreting artistic meaning.

Some art, then, at least in terms of its marketing and
consumption, has begun to resemble other luxury
products of the culture and entertainment industries.8

Because of its especially high-ticket price, the specialised
knowledge required to discuss art, the restrictions placed
on the market by dealers, and the boutique nature of its
production, art, like rare wine, it confers an especially
high dose of cultural capital on its consumer. However, it
is unclear to what degree art will be able to maintain the
distance from the market and the logic of exchange
necessary to distinguish it as special category of cultural
products.

While many successful artists produce paintings,
photographs and sculptures – objects that can be more
easily bought, sold and stored, artists like Meckseper and
Rottenberg survive less on object-making than on the
prestige that knowing about their work evokes. While
they both draw from the spectacular spaces of
Hollywood and the shopping mall, they also distinguish
themselves from these spaces, in part through the
injection of critical content, low production value and a
Do It Yourself aesthetic. In this ‘hyper-marketised’
context, these strategies take on a new meaning. While
on the one hand they signify art’s critical and
autonomous status, they also serve to distinguish works
of art as a particularly desirable form of economic and
symbolic value. Whether or not this is the explicit
intention of the artist is less important here than the
function being served by the deployment of critical
aesthetic strategies in this particular environment.

THE LEGION OF CHEERLEADERS

In a well-worn truism of capitalism, markets, with their
restless competition, generate innovation and creativity,
creating a ‘marketplace of ideas’. And, with the influx of
art-market money come more opportunities for more
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288 J. Rothenberg

artists to exhibit and sell their work, more flexibility for
galleries to fund and exhibit lavish, spectacular
installations that do not themselves generate much in the
way of sales and the possibility for a range of artistic
styles to thrive side-by-side. As Halle and Tiso (2005) put
it, with its proliferation of commercial galleries which,
unlike museums, charge no admission, Chelsea offers
‘the best free show in town’ (2005, 5). Indeed,
pro-market sentiments characterise much of the analysis
from inside the academy and the art world. Many of the
studies mentioned here from the 1980s and early 1990s
on the rise of the creative economy (or, what Sharon
Zukin [1989] called ‘the artistic mode of production’,
92) in the wake of the ravages wrought by
deindustrialisation, globalisation and the dismantling of
the welfare state were critical of art’s uses in the service
of capital. In contrast, by the end of the 1990s, many
scholars were marching in lockstep with urban planners
and developers eager to wrest the formula for success
from the new ‘urban growth machine’.9 Urban theorist
Richard Florida (2003), for example, writes
enthusiastically about the importance of artists and
other creative workers in contributing to urban
regeneration and growth. Recently, Florida’s student,
Elizabeth Currid, created significant buzz with her book
The Warhol Economy: How Fashion, Art and Music Drive
New York City (2007). Here she celebrates the networks
and synergy between the worlds of fashion, popular
music and art that drive the new urban economy.
Explaining the importance of the ‘scene’ to creative
production, she conflates art, media and fashion and
unproblematically levels historic distinctions between
these fields of cultural development, skirting questions
about the social impacts of the comodification of art:

Fashion, art and music are fun. They are, after
all, the industries that drive celebrity and create
those ephemeral qualities of glamour, sexy and
cool. And how to attain these qualities is often
impossible, if not downright arbitrary to
predict. Putting value on Mark Rothko’s painting
or Manolo Blahnik’s latest sky-high stiletto is not
easy. (Currid 2007, 2, emphasis added)

In her book, Currid also leaves the problems of
displacement and disenfranchisement of urban
communities who have been excluded from the
glamorous creative scene she describes unaddressed.

Art world insiders – galleries, artists, collectors and
critics – are less inclined to publicly embrace this
blurring of commercial culture and high art. In order to
maintain their own market niche, distinctions between a
pair of pants designed by Marc Jacobs and a painting by
Elizabeth Peyton must be reinforced. Also, except for the

largest blue-chip galleries, most galleries survive on a
shoe-string budget. Those who choose to open galleries
and struggle to keep them going are motivated at least in
part by a legitimate interest in (sometimes even a
devotion to) art and artists. Nonetheless, as the
beneficiaries of arts’ role in the new economy, they tend
to articulate decidedly pro-market sentiments. One
interview that I conducted with Elizabeth Dee was
particularly illuminating. I had initially been interested
in Dee’s gallery on 22nd Street after viewing installations
by Josephine Meckseper there in 2003 and 2005. Both of
these installations assembled collections of consumer
detritus, videos of political demonstrations, ‘going out of
business’ signs, religious propaganda and other objects
to create environments that somehow invoked a critique
of consumer society, political ideology and the state. The
specific nature and object of this criticism, however,
remained ambivalent and ephemeral. The Saatchi
Gallery website offered this description of her work:

Often using department store display cases and
sales ephemera, Josephine Meckseper conceives
the art gallery as boutique: a cultural arena
where aesthetics merge with ideologies, politics,
and lifestyle axioms, leveling all as capitalist
bi-product. Originally conceived as a window
dressing in NY’s Chelsea district, I Love Jesus
hosts images of political protest intermingled
with yuppie footwear, bijou trinkets, and
pristine cleaning utensils, offset by a placard
reading ‘please excuse our appearance’.
Adapting the strategies of hard-sell, Meckseper
promotes the Diaspora of American culture and
its (dis)contents as enviable status symbols.
(http://www.saatchgallery.co.uk/artists/
josephine_meckseper.htm)

Despite the Saatchi site’s attempt to neutralise the critical
nature of Meckseper’s work, it nonetheless struck me as
a particularly hard sell, and I wondered how a small
Chelsea gallery that seemed to specialise in such
confrontational, seemingly uncollectible work managed
to stay afloat. According to information on the gallery
website:

Elizabeth Dee Gallery . . . is committed to the
representation of esteemed international artists
who employ rigorous practices within an
innovative curatorial model. Our
intergenerational program reflects
socio-political topics and questions issues and
modes of representation. The gallery subscribes
to the highest standards of ethical practice and
integrity within the profession.
(elizabethdee.com)
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Based on this information, as well as the inclusion on the
rooster of a number of socially critical artists – including
Adrian Piper, an African American artist who achieved
her reputation in the 1970s with interventions that
explicitly confronted viewers with their own disavowed
racism – I concluded that Dee had a particular interest in
socially critical art. When I met Dee, an attractive,
self-confident and stylish woman in her early 30s, she
explained a little more about the mission of her gallery.
As she explained, her focus on socially critical art did not
issue from an enduring commitment to political art but
rather from her observation that the 1990s interest in the
‘reinvention of figurative painting’ had run its course.
In 2001, in the wake of 9/11 there was a ‘climate shift’ in
the kind of work that young artists were producing.
According to Dee:

The market follows things. Artists respond to
changes better than big systems. After
9/11 there was a change in the international
climate – artists started responding. This had to
be part of what we did here and internationally.
The gallery is supposed to be showing the most
significant art. This manifests itself differently
in the US and in Europe. We have been focused
on political art in the US. (personal interview
2008)

In other words, Dee’s focus on political work reflects her
perception that this kind of work is the most interesting
and important work today, rather than a foundational
commitment to presenting socially critical artworks.

While I attempted to get at what was for me the central
question of whether and in what ways the market
constrains artistic developments, particularly those that
present a cogent critique of market conditions, I was
unable to persuade Dee to elaborate on this point. She
did, however, produce an argument for the role of
markets in supporting a range of work, including
political work:

All of this work has been strong – it’s the
strongest work being made so it has a market.
Aesthetically we have such an open system of
acceptability. Collectors and museums
responded to the really strong work. This
supports private artists. The market gives the
ability to have an impact on the larger public –
the market works as network of support.
We build a market for an artist and eventually
they go into the auction sphere. (personal
interview 2008)

She then went on to compare the today’s art world to
that of the past, in which artists (and especially women)
felt alienated from the larger community and were

burdened with the task of supporting their artwork with
extra-artistic employment:

[Today’s] artists don’t feel marginal to the
market. The art world is different – bigger and
systematised. Artists are active participants in
their community. Many projects today are
collaborations. These [artists] are not women
who were excluded from the cocktail parties.
The market allows people to make better work
because they can make it full-time and being
able to travel and given opportunities
internationally. Artists are part of a larger
community. They aren’t just members of local
community. The information that we have is
much more global. Our time out of central
location is more. (emphasis added)

Artists, then, have escaped the marginal status of
yesteryear and have managed to join forces with a new
global elite, with access to resources, information, and,
most importantly, global circuits of capital. Indeed, in
the world that Dee describes, artists have been fully
integrated into the new economy – they have reaped the
benefits of unregulated capitalism and can thus
enthusiastically contribute to a global marketplace of
ideas and culture.

In addition to adherence to the rhetoric of the
marketplace, Dee also employs tropes from the film
industry, marketing and creative management literature
when discussing the practical concerns and economics of
exhibiting large, multimedia installations like the ones I
viewed in her gallery:

I see myself more as a producer than as a
curator. We like to be part of the production.
So collectors are investors. I sell ideas. I don’t
sell objects – its like being a campaign
manager . . . when you’ve purchased something
you are stewarding it. We are front lines of what
museums are looking to.

Unfortunately, I was unable to obtain an interview with
Meckseper herself. Her own view of her relationship to a
market and social milieu against which her work at least
implicitly registers a critique would have provided
valuable information. Nonetheless, the contexts in which
her work is exhibited and understood – and these
include high profile collections, commercial art fairs,
museums and the statements of gatekeepers such as Dee
and Saatchi must be evaluated, along with the work
itself, in order to understand the position of this work
within the larger social processes that I have discussed.
In reading the work – and in particular the degree to
which the work invokes strategies of avant-garde
oppositionality – together with its context, an ambivalent
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290 J. Rothenberg

picture emerges. Meckseper’s work, ironically, both
constitutes and critiques the social position of much
contemporary art. A critique of consumerism, the
market and the poverty of contemporary political life are
invoked, but the criticism itself is neutralised through its
location within those urban and gallery spaces that have
emerged at least in part because of the primacy of the
market and market values unleashed since the late 1970s
and the increased permeation of artistic production by
market values abetting urban development.

GOING GLOBAL AND THE WAGES OF
COSMOPOLITANISM

Unlike the artists of Montmartre, the Bloomsbury Circle
or the East Village, who were unequivocally tied to
particular urban bohemias, the links between
contemporary artists and particular urban locations are
more fragile and tenuous. On the one hand, art and
culture have played in important role in urban tourism
and are key to securing and maintaining global, or
‘world’ city status. If financial and intellectual elites are
to take root in a particular urban locale, they require the
diversion and symbolic capital that art and culture
confer. Despite postmodernism’s insistence on blurring
the distinctions between high art and popular culture,
high art still generates the internationalist, cosmopolitan
sentiments through which sophisticated ‘citizens of the
world’ cement a common culture (Castells 1996).
As French sociologist Alain Quemin (2006) has pointed
out, despite the current art world’s self-proclaimed
embrace of internationalism, multi-culturalism, diversity
and non-western identities, the vast majority of
commercially successful artists, even those, like Gahda
Amer or Shirin Nashet, whose work plays off a
non-Western national identity, maintain their primary
live and work spaces in the global art market capitals of
New York, London or Berlin.

On the other hand, the local reality of real estate and the
rapid pace of gentrification combined with rise of the
international art market, have made the persistence of
site-specific urban bohemias increasingly difficult to
maintain in the global cities to which artists must be tied
in order to sell their work. At the same time, while these
artist’s studios may be located in Manhattan or Brooklyn
(or perhaps even in Chelsea), commercially successful
artists are just as likely at any given time to be travelling
the global art circuit of art fairs and biennials. Here, they
are enclosed in a large but gated art-world bubble, in
which their intellectual, social and political landscape is
shaped by other art world actors and collectors. As critic
Eleanor Hartney explains: ‘People on the international

circuit hardly ever get home. They lose touch with local
sources and it becomes all about nomadic travel. You get
your brand together and go from place to place to display
it’ (unpublished interview 2008).

These international events, in addition to a spate of new
museums, have popped up in cities as far flung as
Liverpool, Havana, Shanghai and Johannesburg, to name
a few, as part of the global competition for tourist dollars
and international recognition (Stallabras 2005). While,
in theory, they serve both to reinforce the liberal values
of cosmopolitanism and to provide a more inclusive
forum for the exhibition of regional artists, in fact, the
work exhibited rarely reflects the concerns of local
populations nor does the venue welcome their
attendance. This point was made most dramatically at
the 1994 and 1998 Johannesburg biennials, where South
African artists who ‘presented a troubled view of the
nation’ were excluded; and in 1998, when local artists
complained that their traditions and concerns were
side-lined in favour of artists with a cosmopolitan,
post-conceptual orientation that were alien to local
audiences (Stallabras 2005, 38).

Thus, some contemporary artists, while tied symbolically
and materially to specific cities, also represent a new
form of global citizenship. Indeed, the successful global
artist can in some respects be located among the
‘winners’ of a global capitalism that has created a
two-tiered flow of migrant labour. On the one hand,
there is the forced cosmopolitanism of the third-world
migrant, risking deportation or even death, who must
leave the comfort of local customs and language in order
to feed her family (Ehrenreich and Hoshchild 2003).
When these working-class cosmopolitans arrive on new
shores, they are relegated to the lowest rungs of the
labour market, and seek refuge against the racism and
xenophobia of the natives in immigrant communities.
These migrant workers often do not have passports and
cannot travel or visit their homeland. At the same time,
without working papers they can be instantly deported.
Thus, they are at the mercy of the whims of their
employers and government officials. Women, as
Ehrenreich and Hochschild (2003, 5) point out, make up
an increasingly large percentage (over half) of legal and
illegal migrants, thus exposing this already vulnerable
work force to specifically gendered forms of abuse and
exploitation. Like women everywhere, women migrants
are relegated to ‘care work’ like domestic service,
childcare and sex work and are often preferred by
employers based on assumptions concerning women’s
inherent docility and attention to detail. Thus, there is an
inherent ‘embodied’ dimension to women’s experience
as migrant workers.
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On the other side of this migratory labour force are elite
cosmopolitans. These are the NGO and World Bank
workers, the CEOs and representatives of transnational
corporations, high-powered academics and, increasingly,
the top tier of curators, dealers and artists. In the words
of Craig Calhoun, a sociologist based in New York, but
who considers himself among this global elite,
‘contemporary cosmopolitans’:

[a]ided by the frequent-flyer lounges (and their
extensions in ‘international standard’ hotels)
. . . meet others of different backgrounds in
spaces that retain familiarity. They – we –
imagine the world from the vantage point of
frequent travelers, easily entering and exiting
polities and social relations around the world,
armed with visa-friendly passports and credit
cards. (Calhoun 2002, 882)

These migrants, according to Calhoun (2002), who
mingle easily with members of the privileged and
educated classes from other nations, are able to rest
assured that as ‘citizens of the world’ they represent the
democratic ideals of diversity and tolerance – that they
are able to both appreciate cultural differences and ‘bring
a concern for all humanity to the fore’ (2002, 871).
At the same time, the worlds in which elite global artists
mingle, while they may rest, at times, in far-flung
locations, are insulated in a portable art-world bubble
and artists are unlikely to have direct contact with local
communities, many of which bear the injuries of
globalisation. At the same time, as a participant in global
flows of labour, the critical global artist is likely to be
more sensitive to social conditions that play out on the
global level rather than on any home base.

Rottenberg’s ‘Dough’, discussed above, engages the
specifically gendered experience of labour and
exploitation. In fact, when searching for actors for her
video, Rottenberg took out an advertisement in the
New York Post seeking women factory workers who were
interested in acting (interview in ArtMag 2006). She
ended up selecting women who also make a living from
their bodies in more literal ways (the large woman,
Raqui, has a website and works as a model)10 (FlashArt
Interview, July–Sept 2007, Merilee Kerr). She is acutely
sensitive to issues of objectification and the somatic
dimensions of alienated labour and consciously subverts
clichés about femininity. In published interviews,
Rottenberg confirms her identity as a feminist and even
invokes a Marxist critique of surplus value and exploited
labour. Her work thus constitutes an overt critique of
gendered exploitation as it plays out in the arena of
global capitalism. At the same time, this critique is
performed within the spaces of global capitalism’s
winners, including the collectors and elite audiences of

art fairs, biennials and commercial galleries. Indeed, as a
representative of Nicole Klagsbrun Gallery told me
during an interview in which I inquired how and why
collectors collected Rottenberg’s work:

People who collect this type of work are not so
much interested in the content, but in the status
that knowing about a hot artist like Mika gives
him [sic]. It helps to establish a collector as
being in the know. (personal interview June
2007)

From this perspective, Rottenberg has not so much made
the voice or experience of the exploited worker visible to
a sheltered public, but has instead orchestrated a sort of
symbolic second order exploitation: the representation
of labour in ‘Dough’ serves to enhance the status of a
collector, and hence, indirectly, the value of his or her
collection without accruing symbolic or material benefit
to the object of representation. This observation is not
meant as an indictment of Rottenberg’s work or of her
intent but rather is an attempt to contribute to an
understanding of how economic and social forces that
shape the world in which works of art are produced and
consumed are also incorporated as content, limit and
possibility in particular works of art.

CONCLUSION

Economic and social processes, including the decline of
welfare state policies and ideology and the subsequent
rise of what some commentators call the ‘new economy’
(Henwood 2003) and others refer to as neoliberalism
(Harvey 2005), the new uses and prominence of art and
culture in urban economies (and the art market boom)
and globalisation have had an impact on urban space,
artists’ relationship to urban space and the works of art
produced by artists, especially in regards to this work’s
critical content. Many artists continue to deploy
aesthetic strategies developed by an earlier generation of
artists whose stance was explicitly anti-market and
critical, but this work must be understood in a different
context. The forces described above, by creating a global
art shopping mall and integrating art more tightly into
global and local circuits of capital, has shifted and
narrowed the context through which non-instrumental
aesthetic meaning can be nurtured and experienced.
Indeed, art’s increasing deployment as a source of
financial speculation has altered its function as a vehicle
of communication and meaning.

On the local level, as my study of Chelsea demonstrates,
art and culture continue to be used as sources of
symbolic capital even as they lose the autonomy so
crucial to their distinction and monopoly value.
Meanwhile, as artworks are transformed into speculative
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capital, ‘artists’ become floating signifiers, whose
disembodied presence can be attached to urban space,
which may only be linked to artists through commerce.
Indeed, to the degree to which artists have been
successful in adding value to urban neighbourhoods,
they have also foreclosed the possibility of maintaining
and establishing true ‘artist communities’ in or near
urban centres.

At the same time, as my study demonstrates, art’s critical
impulse is not necessarily squashed by its association
with commerce. Indeed, as the work of Mekseper and
Rottenberg demonstrates, even the work of the most
privileged players in the global art scene can register the
a critique of the very conditions that support the success
and way of life of these artists and their networks of
financial and symbolic support. David Harvey (2002)
uses the term (borrowed from Marx) ‘monopoly rent’, to
explain the monopoly value of regions that are especially
desirable in terms of their proximity to other resources
or that produce unique local products. His analysis of
monopoly rent helps to explain the ambivalent position
of such art works. Monopoly rent becomes especially
important in the new urban economy as it is deployed
(i.e. the case of the East Village) in the service of urban
growth machines. Cities like New York or Chicago can
no longer claim added rent based on their centrality to
ports, railroad lines or sources of information. Thus,
new sources of monopoly rent must be discovered, and,
as Harvey asks, ‘what better way to make a claim to
monopoly rent than on cultural artifacts and practices
and special environmental conditions including cultural
environment?’ (Harvey 2002, 10). A contradiction arises,
however, between maintaining the uniqueness and
non-replaceable character of particular regions (cities,
locales, neighbourhoods) and the inevitable
homogenisation that accompanies the achievement of
monopoly rent. We have seen how this played out, for
example, in SoHo. When uniqueness becomes the source
of exchange-value, its particularity becomes easily erased
by the calculus of exchange, as a quaint café is replaced
by a more revenue-intensive Starbucks and artists and
other colourful subcultural types are forced out by rising
property values. At the same time, urban entrepreneurs
recognise that ‘the bland homogeneity that comes with
pure commodification erases monopoly advantages’
(Harvey 2002, 10). Therefore, according to Harvey, in
order to maintain monopoly rent and uniqueness,
capital also needs to support differentiation, local culture
and transgressive practices. It is in the space created by
the contradiction between the desire to maintain
monopoly advantage, and the oppositional practices that
often accompany this advantage that Harvey believes
oppositional movements can form: ‘The spaces for

transformational politics are there because capital can
never afford to close them down’ (Harvey 2002, 15).
In the same way, in order for art to maintain its
monopoly value as a cultural commodity – a value
accrued in part through modern art’s association with
opposition and critique – art that is sometimes
troubling, controversial or critical must not only be
tolerated, but it must be encouraged in order for art to
remain a source of monopoly advantage. Thus, in order
to distinguish itself from other luxury items or forms of
financial speculation, art must continue to differentiate
itself. One path toward differentiation is through social
critique. This does not mean that artists like Meckseper
or Rottenberg cynically choose to produce critical art in
order to maintain a market advantage. But it does
explain the market’s ability to absorb and indeed derive
market value from such critique.

NOTES

[1] Today, within and outside of urban centres, countless

contexts exist in which works of art are produced and

consumed. Not all of these art worlds are geared toward

the commercial art market or intended for consumption

and critique by high stakes players in the officially

sanctioned circles of collectors, critics, galleries,

museums and magazines. Indeed, many artists and

artists’ communities consciously eschew commercial

success and notoriety. Some collectives and artists groups

focus on political critique (e.g. Not An Alternative (www.

notanalternative.net and http://thechangeyouwanttosee.

com) in New York and Experimental Station (http://

www.experimentalstation.org/blackstone) in Chicago).

My focus here is on artists who are self-conscious players

in the market and the official art world.

[2] By this I mean the art world that is written about in art

magazines by well-known art critics, that produces the

work shown in commercial galleries and museums

sanctified by these critics and bought by collectors who

have achieved a status and reputation among art-world

gate-keepers.

[3] With, by many accounts, over 500 galleries in Chelsea

(this author has not actually counted the galleries), it

would be impossible to describe one or even several

central tendencies in the artwork exhibited there in a

paper of this length without sacrificing attention to the

meaning that attends to individual works of art. If I were

to expand the scope of this study outside Chelsea’s

commercial art world, I would, again, find limitless

alternative responses to contemporary conditions.

[4] See Wolff (2008, ch. 6) for a fascinating discussion of the

use of the fragment, or sketch as the basis for sociological

inquiry.

[5] This contention follows an extensive consideration of the

work of Theodor Adorno. While I do not have the time

or space to develop these ideas here, my forthcoming
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book, Art Interpretation and Social Critique addresses the

question of the relationship between particular

social objects, especially works of art, and the social

totality.

[6] See Rothenberg 2006, Goldberg 2004, and Jones 1998 for

a discussion of feminist performance art.

[7] I have constructed my account of West Chelsea’s rise as

an art district primarily from a series of interviews

conducted with artists, dealers and other art-world

insiders between 2001–2007.

[8] As noted earlier, a number of artists continue to produce

work that is not aimed at the market, but is instead

intended to be understood as social or political

intervention. Such interventions deserve a focused social

analysis. I do not wish to present the artists and art

worlds that I discuss here as the only possible aesthetic

response to current social conditions. I am here,

however, explicitly concerned with that art which does

participate in the market and in mainstream art world

contexts.

[9] On the other hand, some scholars have made an effort to

offer a more developed critique of Florida’s research on

the creative class (see Leslie 2005; Peck 2005; Pinder

2005; Markusen 2006).

[10] Raqui is also a poet and activist. Her website is

fascinating and also chronicles her experience working

with Rottenberg on Dough. http://www.raqui.com/

portfolio.html
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