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Globalization, Technology, and the Art Market

What is globalization, and what does it mean? This was the first question Sunanda Sanyal asked in critical theory this residency. My question was, how do I fit into the globalizing art market? As I look forward to graduation from my masters program, my understanding of these connections are vital to my survival as an artist. 

In the article Critical Reflections, Jonathan Crary writes about the globalization of technology. Globalization is thought to be synonymous with universality. There is often a presumption that with increasing technology universality will be achieved through the use of computers. Those who grew up in America’s middle class or above often take for granted that everyone has a computer and all the technology that goes with it; our perceptions are colored by our culture, and we make assumptions that everyone experiences things the same way we do. How many of us look any further, making an effort to see past those boundaries to the rest of the world? Many expect that there will be democratization of information through the use of computer worldwide. But Crary speculates “that the actual and potential violence of global polarization will have more of an impact on the future of our material life world than anything we assume to be internal to a process of technology change.” (103) Yet despite the spread of technology, the simple fact is in many parts of the world, the only people who have computers and Internet access are the cultural elite. In some countries much of the information is often filtered or blocked from these users with or without their knowledge by the people of power in their society. I see this division even in the after school program I teach in downtown Phoenix where not all of the children have access to computers at home.
As technology becomes more prevalent, traditional advertising and marketing is turning from newspapers, magazines, and television to the Internet, telephones, and Facebook as the primary means to promote and communicate messages. As technology gives society new ways to market products and communicate directly to their targeted audiences, one can expect that these new strategies will also affect the tactics of the people marketing art and opens possibilities that I may consider to market myself. I have already created a blog that documents my progress as an artist and use Facebook to connect with other artists giving feedback and sharing information. 

In her book Taking the Leap Cay Lang writes, “ With access to the Internet, you can find collectors, audiences, and supporters without ever walking into a gallery. For the first time in history, you can do away with the middleman, if you choose to.”  (5-6) This technology puts self-marketing into the hands of the individual artist bypassing the traditional gatekeepers and arbiters of the art market. I have used this new technology to create my own web page as an online portfolio and have had an exhibition as part of an online gallery.
But even how one chooses to display art changes perceptions. Knight Landesman, from Art Forum International, describes the design and layout of this publication as “a Rubik’s Cube. . . . Bigger galleries can pay to control what’s on the page opposite by buying spreads, but it’s up to us to make it look good all the way through.” (Thornton 162) Creating the layout of the pages within an art magazine manipulates how people perceive art as an object. The people who market and direct this have the power to control how others see art, what kind of art is valued, and the artists who will be successful. Traditional modes of communication now compete as larger portions of marketing and promotion budgets go toward Internet advertising inevitably affecting the various areas of the art market. Even so, in the auctions of the high-end art market, the players seem unaffected by economic and political issues. Looking at the complex workings of Christie’s in Manhattan, Sarah Thornton writes in her book Seven Days in the Art World, “Capitalism–it’s not a word you hear in an auction room. . . . It’s an elegant Darwinian system. Some collectors are effectively buying futures options on a work’s cultural significance.” (Thornton 32) 

What they purchase and how much they are willing to bid trickles down through the rest of the market, setting values and creating a commodity of the art we create. The purchase of art at the auction begins this story; it continues with communication that goes out to the world, the galleries that represent the work, the magazines that write and publish the art, and the technology that disseminates this information to those privileged enough to have access. I don’t know if I will be one of the privileged artists that will someday be auctioned off at Christies, but I have used technology to research artists and galleries to determine how to price my work as well as looking for its place in the art market.
As technology and the Internet continue to grow as the prominent method for marketing and advertising, what could we gain in this process, and how does it affect the artists trying to make a living from their art? Some beginning artists have taken advantage of the Internet and its communication power. But let us not forget that the Internet is not global. Those who use technology are reaching a new and broader audience but they cannot reach everyone. We cannot be everything to everyone. So to sell our art and make it known we will have to determine where we fit and how we want to market ourselves. When we use technology to market art we need to keep in mind that even though we believe we are communicating to the democratized masses, we are only promoting our cause to the elite group of people who can afford to have technology in their daily lives. Technology may exist in the world we know, but it isn’t world wide as globalization would lead us to believe. 

Globalization is a myth and universality is a fallacy. When we talk of globalizing something, we assume that it means equality for all. Just believing in this concept distracts us from looking at the differences that still exist. Globalization does not negate the differences. The problem is that it attempts to neutralize our perspective on our differences and make us less aware and observant of them. Instead of being able to recognize and work with the issues our differences bring, we have been given a way to cover them up and believe in this self-deception. When I look outside my world, outside of my culture, beyond the borders of my country, I am watching for a hint of the differences between us. Even though we are all human with the same basic needs, I become aware that our lives and perspectives are more different that I can imagine. I am now conscious that the illusion of universality is gone. If we open our eyes, we are more fragmented and de-centered that ever. We must continue to challenge what we are told is universal and open our eyes to acknowledge and celebrate our differences.
Critical theory three with Sunanda Sanyal was extremely thought provoking, regardless of the complexities of the readings required. These readings, along with the professional development seminar taught by Laurel Sparks, brought to me a new understanding of the social, political, and historical systems set in place in this world, all of which are woven together and held by people in power. It is this power that is held by the western world and its ability to write the histories and create the visual art that becomes valued, prized, and eventually possessed.  Those who mediate and decide what art is valid and what art is not are the people that hold the power. When I was traveling in Australia and working with the aboriginal communities, I was more likely to find white European people promoting and selling both traditional and contemporary aboriginal art in the galleries. Who decided which tribe’s art was sold and promoted and which tribe’s art was marginalized? Rarely was it an aboriginal person.
When I consider the concept of globalization of technology I must examine who will be controlling the advertising, the exchange of ideas, and the buying and selling of art. What will become of the art market and how will I navigate this new system? Will the highest end of the art market remain unaffected by the changes that technology brings? Art as an object itself has become a parallel commodity that is less regulated than Wall Street, remaining unaffected by the outside world. As Wall Street struggles, the wealthiest continue to find art an alternative to traditional investments. Within the art market, both the creation and selling of these images that mold our perspectives have become commodities. I am compelled to find my place in this market and understand how to navigate its complex web in order to be successful. Regardless of my status as an artist I will become a player in the endless pursuit of recognition and remuneration.
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