
Not for Sale 
 
With the faded glamour of a seaside town out of season, the marketplace of a run-down 
shopping centre, where mass-produced objects are circulated at knock-down prices, is far 
removed from the designer accessories and high-end customised vehicles of the wealthy.1 
By contrast, the marketplace for art has long been exalted as a glittering, rarefied place, its 
allure reserved for the privileged consumers of luxury goods. The evangelists of the art 
market charge artists with the project of customisation. 2 They celebrate the exclusivity of 
art objects and the libidinous freedom that their acquisition entails. They describe ‘a 
mythic image of the market system which transforms the greed that drives capitalist 
accumulation into desire; a natural and even emancipatory component of human 
subjectivity’.3  
 
Champions of the private market deride those who seek to protect art from market forces 
and its stalwart public defenders would seem to concur.4 Commissioned by Arts Council 
England, a new report underlines the assimilation of public into private by unequivocally 
placing the flourishing private market at the centre of the art system and examining how 
that market could be better exploited, identifying a further 6.1 million potential collectors 
of contemporary art, whereby: 

Under the jurisdiction of the state, the burden of provision, valorisation and autonomy is 
moved onto a carefully modelled, differentiated social system in which the relationship 
between individual artist and educated consumers moves to the centre ground. 5 

Placing ‘special emphasis on the sales of ‘cutting edge’ contemporary work, which is 
critically engaged’ the report identifies ‘subscription […] the process by which art is filtered 
and legitimised’ thus: 

Networks of art world professionals, including academics, curators, dealers, critics, artists 
and buyers, provide advocacy and endorsement for an artist’s work through exhibitions, 
critical appraisal and private and public purchases. The value of an artist’s work increases 
in direct proportion to the subscription it attracts and sustains.6 

All activities, therefore, in what has been regarded as the public sphere – from art school 
and artist-led activity to public gallery – are rendered subordinate to the market. This 
move is part of the steady erosion of distinction between public and private interests, 
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1 For a thorough consideration of shopping centres, see Miller et al. eds Shopping, Place and Identi y 
(London & New York: Routledge, 1998) and Koolhaas et al. eds The Harvard Design School Guide to 
Shopping (Köln: Taschen, 2001) which begins ‘Shopping is arguably the last remaining form of public 
activity’. 
2 See Dave Hickey, ‘The Birth of the Big, Beautiful Art Market’ in Air Guitar: Essays on A t and 
Democracy (Los Angeles: Art Issues Press, 1997).’  
3 See Grant Kester, ‘The world he has lost: Dave Hickey’s beauty treatment’ in Variant, Volume 2, 
number 18, autumn 2003, pp. 11-12. 
4 See Morris Hargreaves McIntyre, Taste Buds: How to cultivate the art market (London: Arts Council 
England, October, 2004). 
(http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/information/publication_detail.php?browse=recent&id=416). This move 
has been paralleled by Arts Council England funding being frozen, which represents a shortfall of £30 
million over the next few years, the Welsh Arts Council being scrapped in favour of centralised control 
and the Scottish Executive undergoing a major review of its cultural provision that is likely to see the 
replacement of the Arts Council with local and/or central control. 
5 See Anthony Davies in ‘Basic Instinct: Trauma and Retrenchment 2000-04’ in Mute, issue 29, Winter 
2004 which identifies the emergence of a New Art Consumer: 

 
6 Morris Hargreaves McIntyre, Taste Buds: How to cultivate the art market (London: Arts Council 
England, October, 2004), p. 3. 
(http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/information/publication_detail.php?browse=recent&id=416) 
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within the art microcosm as elsewhere, with a mesh of interweaving solidarities ensuring 
that there is an ongoing symbiosis between the two realms. 
 
By potentially finding a private home for even the most contentious artwork, it could be 
assumed that Arts Council England is pre-emptively exempting itself from support. To fast 
forward into the near future and examine the effect of diminishing public subsidy, we need 
only to look across the Atlantic, where the institutions of art rely for their survival on savvy 
dealings with corporate sponsors and tax breaks for wealthy patrons and the success of art 
is evaluated entirely according to its commercial value. Interestingly, it was in New York, 
primarily through the activities of the Art Workers’ Coalition in the late 1960s, that artists 
first attempted to protect their work from a deregulated art market.7 Rather than refusing 
to sell their work, artists sought to control the terms of the sale, which gave rise to the 
Artists’ Reserved Rights Transfer and Sale Agreement in 1969. Contemporaneously, the 
collector was identified as ‘someone who enters into a conspiracy with the artist that is 
beyond the issue of accessibility, an agreement that the sensibility is an important one’.8 
Complicity with the market is thereby legitimised through a relationship, presumably 
developed over time, with an idealised patron who seems to fully understand the artist’s 
intentions and regard them as paramount. However, this delicate relationship is only 
sustainable for as long as dedicated collectors of an artist’s work are nurtured. 
 
Traditionally, when art has entered the public arena of privatised space, it has done so 
through infinite mechanical reproductions,9 in the proportions of the Renaissance, the 
watery shades of the Impressionists and the chocolate-box Vettriano. Flat and lifeless, 
shopping centre modernism never reaches beyond the masculine confines of abstract 
painting, with allusions to the current rendered safe in unknown hands, never more 
challenging than an Escher print. 
 
Occasionally, contemporary art finds its way into the empty spaces of faltering shopping 
environments through the live presence of artists. Regular visitors idly watch the animated 
negotiations of creatures in a vitrine, charting the progression of days as something is 
created, and then destroyed, for their amusement. Happy of the distraction, the brief 
rupture in the space-time of consumption, someone will eventually venture across the 
threshold. Unencumbered by protocol, children are the pioneers, chasing curiosity as 
reluctant parents watch them relate to objects in new ways. For others, primed for 
acquisitiveness, encountering the sparseness of art in retail territory does not compute. 
Resenting the intrusion, they scuttle past, hoping that something approaching shop fitting 
will be in place by the time they return. 
 
It is the feeling of disjunction that gives art its meaning in this context. By defining itself 
primarily through its proximity to all that it is not, art draws attention to everything 
around it. But, as art and commerce are compelled to coincide, this equilibrium may not be 
maintained for much longer. If the predictions come true, the division between 
contemporary art and commerce will dissolve and anonymous collectors multiply 
exponentially. Far from an egalitarian attempt to bring contentious art to a new public, this 
will force the audience to recalibrate and view art only in terms of its potential to be 

                     
7 See Andrea Fraser, ‘What’s intangible, transitory, immediate, participatory and rendered in the public 
sphere? Part II: A Critique of Artistic Autonomy’ (see 
http://home.att.net/~artarchives/frasercritique.html). 
8 Douglas Huebler, Prospect ’69 (Düsseldorf: Kunsthalle Düsseldorf, 1969), p. 26. 
9 See www.artretail.com and www.athenaonline.co.uk 

‘Industry & Idleness’  March 2005 
Produced by Plan 9, 17-19 Penn Street, Bristol, BS1 3AW 

www.plan9.org.uk   info@plan9.org.uk 



‘Industry & Idleness’  March 2005 
Produced by Plan 9, 17-19 Penn Street, Bristol, BS1 3AW 

www.plan9.org.uk   info@plan9.org.uk 

possessed. Art-commerce will be distinguishable from arch-commerce only through its 
inability to compete. By staging art in the heart of consumption, the Clean Collective are 
making a last stand, twisting subscription and enabling art to sit below the commercial 
radar for a bit longer. This gesture would seem to be a portent of what is to come, the calm 
before the storm. 
 
Rebecca Gordon Nesbitt is a writer and co-founder of salon3 (based in 
Elephant & Castle Shopping Centre 1998-2000). 
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