Tainted Museums: 
‘Selling out’ cultural institutions 
Abstract: This paper examines the role of museums as repositories of cultural meaning and symbolic capital. As educational and cultural institutions, museums serve to legitimise works of art within the frame of an art historical context. However, our comparative case study reveals how the taken-for-granted role of the museum as an allegedly unbiased platform for disseminating the arts can be usurped for economic or political ends. Using the cultural settings of the Hong Kong Museum of Art and the Venezuelan art museum circuit, we examine via our case studies how legitimation in the arts may be jeopardised or misused if and when cultural institutions succumb to commercial and political pressures. By adopting a qualitative research design, we observe the macro-context in which institutional roles are defined and played out, and demonstrate the ideological discourses at play in the role of these cultural institutions as meaning-makers. Although they may be presented as neutral spaces, museums inadvertently serve to circulate socio-political views. How the institution manages these views and unavoidable macro-level forces will in turn influence the cultural credibility of the museum framework as a legitimising force on the cultural horizon. Attention is devoted to how these pressures can affect the production and consumption of art, offering an alternative perspective on the development of museum policies.
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Introduction: Museums as Idealised Repositories for Art

The word museum derives from the classical Greek mouseion, ‘seat of the Muses,’ denoting a place of contemplation. Historically, while the function and form of museums have changed, they have always revolved around collecting, preserving, researching and displaying objects of value in service for society (Freeland, 2001; Rentschler, Bridson and Evans, 2014), so that works displayed within the museum setting become “part of the common wealth” (Thornton, 2009: xiii). In the context of the visual arts, “when a museum shows and purchases a work, it gives it the highest kind of institutional approval available in the contemporary visual arts world” (Becker, 1982: 117), making it “the idealised repository of art”, a sign of “highest aesthetic value” (Chong, 2010: 19; see also Chong, 2008; Goodwin, 2008). 

In their physicality and their content, museums provide a space for artists to connect with a wider audience, so that they “enable art to take place” (Lavaert, 2013: 118). Although some may critique the rigidity, verticality and inflexibility of art institutions (see for instance Stimson, 2013; Gielen, 2013a), they continue to be the “pillars of the modern world” in that they have “established value regimes that represented and maintained a higher goal worth striving for […] they not only generated an imaginary height, but also a historical depth, a foundation to stand on” (Gielen, 2013b: 14). As the ultimate resting place for art, the ‘museum quality’ appellation signifies the artwork’s place in the annals of art history, representing long-term recognition and ensuring the work’s continuing potential. This seal of approval comes not only from the institutional clout, but also from its alleged and desirable ‘distance’ from mercantilism, as argued by Mouffe: “[…] with the artworld almost totally colonised by the markets, museums could become privileged places for escaping the dominance of the market [so that] the museum would offer spaces for resisting the effects of the growing commercialisation of art” (2013: 70). 

This ‘neutral’ role as the arbitrator of art also comes from the museum’s supposedly apolitical position; deriving from the emergence of the modern museum in the form of the Louvre in Paris. Opening its doors to the nation in 1793, after the Revolution, the Louvre was the world’s first truly public institution (Freeland, 2001; Levin, 2002). As a result, art was no longer dependent on political favours in the form of Royal patronage or the Royal Academy for legitimisation but rather was selected by artistic merit. Thanks to the generous donations from wealthy private patrons
, early museums “promoted national identification and symbolised a nation’s might” (Freeland, 2001: 97) and these (usually national) museums continue to do so to this day. For emerging economies, a strong institutional framework is sought out as it depicts an image of “champions of culture” (Freeland, 2001: 91), positioning the host nation firmly on the global cultural map. Therefore, museums as institutional structures have various roles: aesthetic and socio-cultural arbitrators, educational tools, tourist venues and symbolic icons of the city and/or nation’s cultural and economic credibility. In this paper, we examine what happens when this traditional role of the museum is tainted either by political or economic factors, and how this contamination of a cultural institution, and curatorial integrity, can in turn tarnish the artistic credibility of the host nation and its artists. In doing so, we reconsider the alleged ‘neutrality’ of the museum framework, revealing the socially charged nature of museum collections in terms of how they frame artistic value.

Within their metaphor of a legitimising art mechanism, Rodner and Thomson (2013) explore the symbolic and financial capital that museums bestow upon the artworks (and artists) within their collection, playing, as they do, a central role in validating the visual arts. Ultimately, this reveals the ideological nature of museums in regulating artistic production and consumption, a perspective that is often ignored in the museum literature, which tends to focus on singular elements of the museum (e.g. internal operations, branding, pricing, visitor experience) within the Western neoliberal context. In contrast, by examining two non-Western museums at opposite ends of the political spectrum, our study highlights this ideological role, demonstrating that institutional choices are inherently political in nature and thus shape cultural consumption.
Setting the Context: Taking a Macroenvironmental Perspective 

A reconsideration of the role and place of the museum is of particular interest due to recent changes in the art market, not least of which is a pressure towards the financialisation of art (Velthius and Coslor, 2012; Taylor, 2011). Originally, as we have noted, the mission of the public museum was to record, protect and contribute to knowledge, accomplishment and cultural values (McCracken, 2005; Carnegie, 2010). Museums, therefore, are considered to have an educational and civilising effect on society: “the primary reason most people attend museums, […] is to learn” (Chong, 2010: 123). Visitors aim to learn something new, beyond schooling and everyday experience, “a kind of existential mobility […] new experiences, emotions and participations” (McCracken, 2005: 143; see also Frey, 1998; Rentschler, 2004; vom Lehn, 2010). However, as noted by Hume and Mills (2001) museums have been under increasing pressure to attract ever-larger audiences in a push for audience engagement and budgetary profits. To do so, they often rely on experiential marketing and ‘edutainment’ strategies that give the museum setting a competitive edge in the market. As Rentschler, Hede and White (2007) note, this is reflected in the 2003 definition of the museum used by the Museums Association of the UK “museums enable people to explore collections, for inspiration, learning and enjoyment” (cited in Rentschler, Hede and White, 2007: 163). In their examination of temporary exhibition as sub-brands of the museum, Rentschler, Bridson and Evans argue that: 

art museums operate in an increasingly competitive context, where their directors are striving to meet the expectations of multiple stakeholders […] art museum directors seek to reconcile the internal curatorial needs with the external political and competitive environmental needs which have sometimes been summarised as a tension between education and entertainment (2014: 46).  


As a result of these developments and ‘external needs’, major museums have adopted aggressive business strategies to attract wider audiences
 and actively compete with other sources of mass-entertainment (Möntmann, 2007; Gielen, 2013b; Mouffe, 2013; Hughes, 1984; Frey, 1998; Rodner and Thomson, 2013). Competing for public and revenue, museums must adopt corporate marketing models, adapting these to their own particular needs, if they are to survive because “in a world of interchangeable entertainment choices, the museum is just another venue-selling sensation” (Twitchell, 2005: 243). The modern museum must function as a multi-purpose centre, featuring not only great permanent collections and block-buster exhibits, but also facilitating a shopping and eating experience, learning and conferencing, as well top-end entertainment and socialising events. 

In line with this, the last decade or so has witnessed a proliferation of the blockbuster exhibition to draw in the crowds along with increased links to commerce whether in the form of sponsorship or even, the co-branded exhibition. Using the Guggenheim as an example, Möntmann asserts that large, branded institutions are run more like multinational corporations than places of critique, as they appear to have lost their curatorial independence (Möntmann, 2007; see also Gielen, 2013a). Reflecting on this adoption of business jargon in the UK, Farquharson recalls how art institutions implemented new terminology, so that museum directors became “chief executives,” institutions were referred to as “attractions,” the artwork considered the “product,” and audiences known as “customers and markets” (2013: 221). Similarly, Mouffe notices a “commercialisation and depolitisation of the cultural field” as the main goal of these ‘post-modern’ museums is to “make money through blockbuster exhibitions and the sale of a manifold of products for tourists” (2013: 70).  

These current and contested debates around the role of the museum are on-going and this paper seeks to explore these macroenvironmental pressures more closely. Our chosen cases highlight clear instances when the museum as symbolic platform for the visual arts succumbs to environmental pressures inauspiciously, whereby the institution ultimately relinquishes its curatorial integrity and cultural legitimacy in the field. In the first case we present an example of how going into partnership with business can provide an economic solution for museums as well as the social and educational costs of doing so, whereas our second case study presents the museum as serving as an ambassador for nationalist ideals, divorcing it from the market. In both cases we find there are significant repercussions for local artists, revealing the ideological context in which art worlds operate and the impact of these forces. 

Research Approach

This paper adopts a case study approach as a means of carrying out qualitative research. By adopting the case study as our preferred form of narrative (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005; Kvale, 2007; Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Lincoln, 1990; Eisenhardt, 1989), we were able to focus our analysis on two distinct yet empirically rich settings that provided vivid insight into the current role played by national museums. Lincoln and Guba suggest that the case study “provides the thick description needed to apprehend, appreciate, and understand the circumstances of the setting, including, most importantly, its physical, social, economic, and cultural elements” (2013: 80). The transferability of our chosen comparative case studies lies in the lessons that can be drawn from these distinctive social, economic, cultural and political elements. Applicable beyond the realm of arts management, our qualitative case study findings reveal how macro-level factors directly influence the running of cultural institutions, where a strong political agenda or prioritisation of business interests can jeopardise the day-to-day operations of an institutionalised framework. In our paper, we witness how these ‘repositories for art’ are in fact tightly intertwined with a wider macroenvironment, a relationship that, if not managed correctly, can tarnish both the curatorial legitimacy and cultural credibility of the host nations. 

The findings we present in this paper are part of a larger study examining the art market in China and Venezuela. By adopting a qualitative approach to the study, our data have shaped our findings and brought us closer to building new theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Charmaz, 2006) in the field of (arts) marketing. Our primary data consist of 48 semi-structured interviews with visual artists and art professionals currently working in these countries as well as secondary data in the form of exhibition catalogues and critical reviews to supplement this. During our data collection, we were purposeful in our sampling, interviewing art professionals and visual artists currently working in either country. Their professions covered a range of roles including dealers and gallery owners, public and independent curators, art historians and critics, art educators, auction house specialists, government officials, and naturally visual artists, making our participants “an appropriate informed cohort” for our study (Rentschler, Bridson and Evans, 2014: 53).


Although this paper has been informed by our overall findings, we have narrowed our cited interviewees to twelve (six curators and visual artists for the case of the Hong Kong Museum of Art and six public/private curators, galleristas and a visual artist for the case of the Venezuelan museum framework) who were familiar with the institutions discussed in the paper. In Table 1 we provide a brief summary of each of our cited participants, noting their role in the exhibit under discussion, so as to better place them within their local context. Due to the highly charged political environment the artists operate in, we have anonymised our research participants in this paper. 
[Insert Table 1 around here] 


Given the nature of our study, we must acknowledge the limitations of our research. By using the case study as our narrative, we have narrowed the scope of our data collection to the two chosen settings, the Hong Kong Museum of Art and the Venezuelan national museum framework. Our selection of these settings was triggered by two key factors: the extremity of their curatorial programming and also their geo-political location. Firstly, both cases presented clear curatorial issues in their selection of exhibitions which caused widespread controversy in their local context and which may not be as apparent in other museum settings. Secondly, they offered the reader a fresh and yet to be explored geo-political setting, breaking away from a primarily Western-dominated arts marketing discourse.


We must also take into consideration that the interview - as a method of collecting data - is essentially a form “of contemporary storytelling in which persons divulge life accounts in response to interview inquiries” (Fontana and Frey, 2005: 698), and as such is inherently predisposed to tell a particular point of view. As a means to overcome this allegedly biased perspective, qualitative researchers aim for “theoretical saturation” (Strauss and Corbin cited in Silverman, 2006: 96) in their sampling of participants, meaning that data should reach a point when it “no longer sparks new theoretical insights” (Charmaz, 2006: 113). Alongside this theoretical saturation, we also triangulated our findings by supporting our primary sources with secondary data, taken from local and international press and historical material. As our research encompasses a wider discussion of the art world dynamics, the questions pertinent to this article centred round the curatorial and educational role of the public art institution and how current programming helped or hindered the dissemination of local contemporary artists both at home and on the global art panorama. While we are critical of both the cases presented, we acknowledge that all exhibitions, by their very nature as meaning-makers, must be selective in what they show and do not show, thus reflecting certain ideological discourses which are informed by the macro-environment. We therefore do not limit our critique to these two specific cases but rather use them to consider these wider socio-political pressures on museums and the implications of these on the roles of museums as “champions of culture” (Freeland 2001: 91), highlighting the ideological nature of museums.

Commercial and Political Exploitation of the Museum as Symbolic Platform for Art

In the following pages we present the research findings of our two chosen case studies. Each of our cases reveals examples of different infringements (in line with those discussed in our review of the literature above) upon the museum’s idealised role on the cultural panorama. On the one hand, an irrefutable commercial venture, and on the other hand, an instrument for nationalist ideology. In each case, we find that the museum’s supposed role as a ‘neutral’ platform for the arts is corrupted with far-reaching consequences for the local art world. 

First of all, we will explore the case of the Louis Vuitton (LV) sponsored exhibition at the Hong Kong Museum of Art, a case that mirrors the current trend in linkages between business and art (Chong, 2013). Despite a growing acceptance of these unavoidable associations between art and commerce, this case appears to go that one step further, in that the luxury brand not only provides financial sponsorship for the exhibit, but curatorial input as well, thus explicitly impinging on the ‘neutrality’ of the museum. Secondly, we will examine the significant change in direction adopted by the Venezuelan national museum structure due to governmental pressure to privilege a socialist perspective, where newly imposed cultural policies openly embrace a strong political rhetoric. After examining each case we will conclude with a discussion of the implications of these alternative directions and some more general thoughts on the development of museum strategies.

The Politics of Exhibiting Part 1: Commercial influence
One clear example of a blockbuster exhibit and co-branding venture is the Louis Vuitton: A Passion for Creation exhibition in the Hong Kong Museum of Art in 2009. This show represented a merging of art and commerce, blurring the line between advertising and art by tracing the company’s history and its collaborations with various artists such as Richard Prince and Takashi Murakami; displaying some of the works in the LV collection, and also showcasing the work of a few local, contemporary artists. The exhibit is particularly interesting in light of the literature discussed above, in that it is part of a larger trend whereby the line between commerce and art, education and entertainment is becoming increasingly unclear. While extremely successful in bringing audiences into the museum it was blasted by the local arts scene for its fixation on the brand and the hefty costs involved, leading to accusations of collusion between local government and private business using taxpayers money (Lam, 2010). In fact, it caused such controversy, that during the exhibition, a group of local artists set up a “Museum of Art Concern Group” and organised protests. Beyond a superficial return to the art versus commerce divide however; there has been little real critique of the exhibition and how this business-centred approach affected the art presented in it. To do so, we will first consider the different dimensions of the exhibition before considering some of the wider implications. 

To start with, in terms of the LV collection exhibited, it is a world-class contemporary art exhibition both in terms of size and calibre. Containing pieces by many of the most established and commercially successful contemporary artists: Gilbert & George, Basquiat, Andreas Gursky, Betrand Lavier, Christian Marclay, Jeff Koons and Richard Prince; on first appearance, it was certainly a museum-worthy exhibition. Moreover, the hanging of the art was also first-class, with individual artists and at times even single pieces each contained in their own individual room, giving both the works and their creators the focus they deserved. However, there was a distinct lack of curatorship, which would be expected from a museum show, indeed the exhibition was not curated by the museum but by LV’s in-house curator. Ultimately, this showcased a private collection within an institutional setting, where the separate artworks were all individually valid but failed to speak to each other in any thematic way as noted by the Time Out review of the exhibition: “there’s no doubt this is a world-class contemporary art exhibition we rarely see in terms of size and calibre (…) there’s really no overriding theme” (Lam, 2009). Moreover, despite showing work by renowned contemporary artists, it was not always their most celebrated work that was on display. For instance, instead of the whimsical balloon sculptures Jeff Koons is famed for, there were two of his monkey paintings: which curator Adele argued were “neither particularly innovative nor aesthetically pleasing,” echoing Time Out’s assessment of them as “a disappointment” (Lam, 2009). Adele suggested that their inclusion was due to cheaper shipping costs than for the sculptures and argued that while “it was great to have the collection here, there was no curation. The most interesting exhibition was the Vuitton luggage history because at least it provided some context.” As a commercial brand, it is perhaps no surprise that LV would emphasise their product and heritage at the expense of the art. 

To move on to the commercial portion of the exhibition, the LV products were ostentatiously set out: there was no pretence of being merchandise in a museum here; these products were portrayed as art. Joy et al. (2014) demonstrate how contemporary art is a central part of LV’s marketing strategy in their stores, borrowing elements from galleries and museums to symbolise exclusivity and placing art and products for sale side-by-side, thus rendering them equivalent. It is therefore perhaps to be expected that a similar approach is taken in the museum exhibition. First the LV logo luggage and then the Takashi Murakami LV monogram collaborations bounded as canvas and hung on the wall (see Image 1).
[Insert Image 1 around here] 
The Murakami sculptures were presented as extensions of the handbags and the Richard Prince paintings also matched his handbag offerings, presenting the luxury product and the art as different versions of the same thing. Much of the criticism of the exhibition focused on the fact that the taboo line between commerce and art was seen to have been crossed, as Time Out noted “the commercial portion of the exhibition is more troubling” and went on to call Murakami’s various LV monogram collections “appalling” (Lam, 2009). Uprooted from their natural market environment, luxury products were smuggled into the higher realm of an art world context (Danto, 1964) by their simple positioning alongside authentic works of art, thereby elevating them from the mere commodities that they are. The language of contagion appears here, as though the art is somehow less significant through its exposure to such blatant commercial objectives. This relates back to Benjamin’s (1968) notion of ‘aura’ in that somehow the value of an artwork can be tainted due to the context in which it is presented. Artist and member of the Concern Group Pierre argued that the exhibition was “tacky, to see the premier art venue in Hong Kong reduced to this has disgusted us and a lot of members of the public.” Moreover, he said “it sets a worrying precedent. The LV logo is everywhere you look – what happens if some far less credible brand starts throwing money at the government?”
This is not to say that fashion, at its best, is not a suitable subject for museums or that it cannot share some of the attributes of art. However, there are varying levels of corporate involvement in these types of exhibitions, while some museums assert complete curatorial control and refuse brand sponsorships, others install exhibits with major corporate involvement and varying degrees of disclosure about that relationship. For example, while the LV exhibition we are analysing here benefitted from LV funding and was curated by the brand rather than the museum, the extremely successful Jean-Paul Gaultier retrospective which has now toured widely across the world, was conceived by the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts without funding by the brand. Moreover, the Gaultier exhibition made a strong case for the designer as a pioneer for racial and sexual equality in a prejudiced fashion world, whereas the LV exhibition demonstrated little coherent vision. While museums have never been pure, there is an element of public trust that what you are seeing in a museum is museum-worthy as decided by the museum personnel. If, however, they are no longer involved in the decision-making then this trust is quickly eroded. Moreover, ultimately, there is a distinction between art, largely fulfilling a non-function (spiritual, for example) purpose and design, created to fulfil a functional need. Louis Vuitton designers Karl Lagerfeld and Marc Jacobs have both been vocal in refusing the appellation of ‘artist’. Jacobs comments “fashion to me is not art because it is only valid if it is lived in and worn. I make clothes and bags and shoes for people to use, not to put up on a wall and look at. I think clothes in a museum are complete death” (All the Rage, 2012). Lagerfeld puts it best: “Art is art. Fashion is fashion. However, Andy Warhol proved that they can exist together” (Blechman, 2013). It is how they exist together that we are interested in here. 
Finally, the last portion of the exhibition featured seven young artists from Hong Kong. This showed an awareness of a vibrant local art scene and provided these artists with much-deserved recognition. Indeed, while most of the artists exhibited spoke negatively of the exhibition, it is worth noting that Leo was thankful for the opportunity, arguing that the exposure he received as a result of it led to being shown in a prestigious private gallery. However, as Time Out noted in their review “LV’s effort would have seemed more sincere if they [local artists] weren’t crammed into the small space on the third floor” (Lam, 2009). Again, the way in which the art was presented was harmful, as it could not be viewed easily. Indeed, Kieran commented in interview that “nobody noticed” his work and that if he had known “the exhibition was just for promoting the brand, I wouldn’t have joined at all.” 
The longstanding battle between art and commerce has been the subject of much research in the arts marketing field (see for example Bradshaw et al., 2006; Schroeder, 2006). Chong (2013) questions the ‘natural’ relationship between business and the arts, critiquing the partnership between the Tate Museum in London and BP and demonstrating the dangers of museums being used by business as tools for public relations. He defends the role of museums as public institutions rather than as vehicles for corporate concerns in line with the institutional critique of Haacke, who questions the political, economic and ideological interests that affect public culture (Bourdieu and Haacke, 1995). Chong’s critique is noteworthy for our case, as it should be noted that the primary beneficiary of this exhibition was LV itself. Indeed, by showing their collection in the museum, as well as gaining cultural capital in terms of the prestige of being associated with a temple of high art, they are also provided with economic capital in terms of increased provenance for their collection. That is, by showing it in a museum context the work appreciates on the market as it is provided with institutional legitimisation
. This is what the Concern Group were most concerned by, in an open letter to the museum entitled “Against Collusion between Government and Business! Against the Museum’s Loss of Integrity” they criticised the exhibition as downgrading art to “mere advertisement” and condemned the lack of transparency in the decision-making process whereby the exhibition was approved, stating that the museum lacks the necessary “open dialogue with its public stakeholders” (Lam, 2010).
It should be noted, however, that the exhibition was also an economic success for the museum, beating previous box office records by bringing in 3,100 visitors for its opening, a 130% increase over typical weekends (Seno, 2009) and, significantly, bringing in new audiences, something most museums are currently struggling with. Indeed, it could be argued that this exhibition was a logical endeavour to get the culture-shy public into the museum given the rise and proliferation of luxury brands in Asia (and particularly in Hong Kong) that has been widely noted (Chadha and Husband, 2006). To date there have only been two contemporary art museum exhibitions in Hong Kong, LV being one of them (and the larger of the two) and while the exhibition could therefore be interpreted as a less risky alternative to pave the way for exhibiting contemporary art. On blockbuster shows, Rentschler, Bridson and Evans note they attract a “diversified audience who are not normally attracted to the visual arts” (2014: 48) and achieve this mass-appeal by placing the needs and demands of the visitor at the heart of the “curatorial decisions” (2014: 48). Although blockbuster shows may temporarily attract a large and diverse audience, they do little however, to maintain a loyal, repeat museum-going public, meaning that visitor numbers soon dwindle once the blockbuster has moved on (Rentschler, Bridson and Evans, 2014). 
For example, this mass appeal seems to ring true if we consider The Art of the Motorcycle exhibit at NY’s Guggenheim in 1998 under the directorial vision of Thomas Krens (Coffey and Parker, 2007). As a means of expanding into new “demographic, geographic, and cultural markets” the exhibition, sponsored (although not curated) by BMW, attracted over 800,000 visitors to its New York venue alone (the exhibit then moved to the Field Museum in Chicago, the Guggenheim in Bilbao and lastly the Venetian Hotel in Las Vegas) and was a commercial success for the institution. Again, however, this is not seen as unproblematic, and Coffey and Packer (2007) argue that the exhibition “crossed the line between fine art and commercial culture that the art museum has historically worked to police”. So that, the motorcycle as aesthetic object placed within an art museum milieu with poor curatorship essentially detracts from the institution’s curatorial integrity. Global brands such as Guggenheim may well get away with temporary blockbuster shows, such as this one, without detracting too heavily on their cultural positioning. For younger art institutions such as the Hong Kong Museum of Art, however, we argue that such ‘sell outs’ to the commercial pressures and irregular visitors can be detrimental for their profile and long-term sustainability. Indeed, the local artists expressed concerns about the museum’s governance. Blake bemoaned the fact that the civil servants who run the arts institutions are “very conservative and indifferent to what’s happening in the world. They don’t want anything too challenging.” Scott, a local artist, curator and arts policy-maker notes that he and many of the local artists are disappointed with the museum system and there “is a need to set up an entirely new system away from the government.” Adele further pointed out that the Hong Kong Museum of Art shows “are not good shows, the museum is closed for months at a time and it is not trying to educate the public – it only shows weak group shows.” This, she suggested, is part of the reason why there is a huge “divide between the general public and the art scene.” The problem is therefore not in the commercial sponsorship of LV itself but rather the lack of depth in the exhibition whereby the curatorial professionalism is subjugated by the personal taste of government officials and businessmen. 

Interestingly, the LV exhibition secured government funding, a fact which critics were quick to highlight, arguing that the government was subsidising a commercial brand. Yet, if we return to the hot topic of audience engagement, the exhibition provided good value for money, given that the local population is much more likely to queue up to enter the LV store than a museum, and similarly, buying a branded luxury handbag is seen as more of a necessity than splurging on contemporary art. Although an emerging power in the contemporary art world, the Hong Kong art market operates mainly as an intermediary for Western or Mainland Chinese collectors, locals are largely divorced from the art world. The exhibition thus allowed the Hong Kong population to see contemporary high-level art that they had not had the opportunity to see before, perhaps igniting some interest in the arts more generally. Indeed, local artist Leo was baffled by the protests saying that “it brought more of the public into the gallery. Without a functioning museum the Hong Kong population don’t get to see contemporary high-level art of that scale and it was a great opportunity to see it.” He continues by saying that “a grassroots arts scene is a daydream.” Indeed, the chief curator of the museum argued that the annual budget was only HK$10 million so it “was necessary to raise funding in order to organise popular and quality exhibitions” (Lam, 2010). The fine line that divides the opportunity to see good art and overt institutional intentions is a difficult one to negotiate and there is a sense in which the commercial underpinnings of the luxury brand are easy targets for the elitist art world which refuses to acknowledge its own commercial values (which any trip to an art auction or art fair makes only too clear). Moreover, contemporary artists receive economic benefits from being exhibited in museums, similarly to brands – there are always interests at stake. 

On balance however, it must be noted that the degree of publicity gained by LV through this partnership clearly places the museum in a role of servitude to the commercial when it is supposed to be a non-profit organisation with a public mission. As noted above, museum exhibits are becoming an increasingly important and commonplace tool for luxury companies’ marketing strategies whereby the museum acts as a stamp of legitimacy
. As the Concern Group noted, more than half of the Hong Kong Museum’s annual funding was spent on this exhibition and the approval and organisation procedures were perfunctory at best (Lam, 2010). Cally Yu argued that the museum had “reduced itself to a mere puppet, making public services no more than product promotion” (cited in Lam, 2010). Scott commented that while it was understandable that museums want to benefit from financial sponsorship, “it was incomprehensible” for the museum to pay HK$6 million plus providing a free venue for LV. He criticised the exhibition as “not worthy of its $HK 20 million cost” in that “the curator’s introduction was wishy-washy and some of the exhibits were in fact products and not art.” Most of all, he lamented that Hong Kong was willing to “blindly import Western culture wholesale but neglect their own local creativity.” The cost of this exhibition is therefore particularly concerning when it comes at the expense of local artists who are struggling to benefit from the emergence of a thriving high-end art market. Indeed, as the Time Out review points out, when local artist Simon Birch wanted to project an image onto the museum’s exterior “the answer was a decided no – the verdict based on a strict government building code,” however Richard Prince’s wrapping of the museum for LV (see Image 2) did not seem to have this problem, begging the question as to whether the museum would extend the same courtesy to other “artistic endeavours without the prestigious backing of an international luxury brand” (Lam, 2009). 
[Insert Image 2 around here] 
By failing to provide the necessary narrative in the curation of their pieces, the museum becomes a holding place more similar to a shop than a public institution. As Jaspar Lau expressed, the show “illustrates how the city’s imagination on art development is being hijacked and overridden by the market force veiled in the discourse of creative industry” (cited in Lam, 2010). It is also worth noting that despite their support for the visual arts, Louis Vuitton has repeatedly sued artists who have infringed their copyright
 demonstrating that ultimately, commerce overrides creativity. 
The Politics of Exhibiting Part II: Nationalist influence
In our second case study, we explore a very different kind of macro-environmental pressure taking place. Rather than the espousal of neoliberal cultural policy through private sector funding and curatorial guidance, the case of Venezuela reveals the adoption of a socialist rhetoric in its institutions, whereby museums only present artworks that reflect the party line thus also jeopardising the institutions’ curatorial integrity. However, this had not always been the case. Previously, the local museum circuit had worked as a legitimating force for the local art scene and had openly cooperated with the private sector in disseminating the arts to a wider public (Rodner and Preece, 2015). This institutional structure had functioned as a symbolic platform for modern and contemporary artists working in the country, so that it was a springboard for propelling artists’ careers both at home and abroad, much like other museums across the globe. Leopoldo, who had previously worked as a public curator and now runs his own private gallery in Caracas comments on the role once played by the local museum circuit: “I would say that the museums in Venezuela had an important position within the Latin American art scene and they had close ties with important institutions worldwide.” This connectivity with an international art mechanism had helped Venezuela develop a very “attractive and high quality curatorial programme, as well as helping utilise local resources to attract a wider public to the museums’ innovative shows with excellent publicity and professional publications” he explained. Moreover, the nationalisation of its oil industry in the mid 1970s meant that a new wealth poured into the nation. Eager to make the most of this opportunity, local art professionals were keen to invest in their home-grown artists, local art movements, and in particular improving their national museum structure. Museums in Venezuela had not only “turned into a communication tool,” comments curator and art educator Fermin “but also into an economic one,” attracting as it did a large visiting public.   
 Over the last 15 years however, Venezuela has been plagued by socio-political polarisation that has seeped into all fields, including the art world. For the museum framework, this shift in ideology translates into the projection of a strong political rhetoric within the arts, and a purposeful breakaway from previous curatorial programming and cultural efforts. This has meant a radical change in terms of what is considered ‘good’ art within the museum context. Ideally, museums should withstand changes in governance and political ideology, so as to remain ‘idealised repositories for art’ despite macro-level shifts of power. So although our interviewees assert that museums in Venezuela should play the exact same role today that they always have, which gallery owner Amapola defines as: “conserving and showcasing their collections and managing their national arts heritage,” this has not been the case in recent years. Despite playing a pivotal role in the development of the museum framework during the country’s ‘boom years’ of the 1970s, the government now appears to be changing the museums’ profiles altogether, converting these art spaces into political mouthpieces rather than autonomous cultural spaces representing a plurality of perspectives. Today’s art professionals feel that the current rhetoric focuses more on political ideals, rather than relevant and useful cultural policies. Our participants noticed that recent museum shows carry a socialist message in a heavy-handed way, turning the museum framework into a political messenger. Not unlike the socialist agenda of the old Soviet Union, the current administration has used the local museum structure as a tool to showcase artists that share their political ideals, or a blank canvas to present the permanent collection in a new, more ideologically sympathetic light. 
One such example took place at the Fine Arts Museum (or MBA
) back in 2010, when the new administration hosted a show entitled Socialism at the MBA (Falcón, 2010). From the onset, the visitor was presented with a discourse against a social ‘elite’ and ‘imperialism’, with slogans such as “An exclusive society” and “Knowledge overshadowed by the Empire” spread across the entrance to the exhibit (Falcón, 2010). The nature of these discourses were nothing new to Venezuelans, they were, nonetheless, new to the museum setting.  
[Insert Image 3 around here] 
Beyond these political slogans, the overall curatorship of the show was questioned by the country’s museum-goers. In one of the exhibition halls of the MBA, our participants found a commemoration to Marxist leaders including Chilean President Salvador Allende and Mexican revolutionary, Emiliano Zapata, alongside Communist illustrations by Santiago Pol, with little or no curatorial discourse beyond the fact that these historical characters shared an ideology (Falcón, 2010). Not unlike The Art of the Motorcycle exhibit at the Guggenheim (see above), where objects were placed within a museum setting with little or no curatorial thread, these revolutionary leaders fail to tell a story beyond their political affiliation. Moreover, their appearance in a fine arts museum was not explained. Alongside this Marxist imagery, works from the museum’s permanent collection were subjected to a “revolutionary interpretation” by the new museum personnel, pigeonholing historical writers and thinkers as sympathisers of the current Regime
 (Esteva-Grillet, 2010a). Overall, this exhibit at the MBA lacked the curatorial, aesthetic, social, or art historical narrative to give the show any significant meaning and relevance. Our research participants (and our review of the local media) deemed the genre and interpretation of the work on display so politically loaded that it failed to speak to its audience on a higher social, artistic or curatorial level. Although legitimised mega-museums, such as the Guggenheim, can easily recover from a curatorial faux pas such as The Art of the Motorcycle, the curatorial weaknesses of a show like Socialism at the MBA appear to tarnish an already-fragile museum framework, jeopardising the museums’ (and by extension the country’s) curatorial integrity. 
Regarding the curatorial integrity of the country’s art museums, local art curator Federica Palomero gave a vivid example of an exhibit hosted at the National Gallery (GAN) where a show on Independence war hero, Francisco de Miranda, had its merit “but the GAN is an art museum, not a history museum” (cited in Méndez, 2007). In her view, museums as cultural institutions should not be bound to politics, but rather “museums, in a way, are islands” that remain detached from a political environment and should allow free creativity, expression and exploration of the arts (cited in Méndez, 2007). Other art professionals recalled an exhibit by Swiss photographer René Burri. Best known for his photo-portraits of notable political and military leaders, including Che Guevara and Fidel Castro, it soon became clear why this particular exhibit would fit in with the curatorial programme of Venezuela’s new museum framework. Rather than focusing on the photographer’s artistry and genre, the show felt more like political propaganda. While political art is, of course, important, when it is solely in keeping with the regime’s ideology and all other voices are silenced, it becomes problematic. As we saw in the previous case study, when the art so clearly speaks for other interests, whether economic or political, it is considered diminished by arts professionals.
Apart from propagandistic shows, local art professionals also lamented how many “revolutionary artists” were welcomed into the institutional framework, so that “one has to be with the Regime to exhibit at the museums” (Falcón, 2012). This seems to imply, that on Venezuela’s cultural horizon, one’s political colour will heavily influence the dissemination of the artwork through public spheres. This distinction has further ramifications, for instance, local art historian and critic Esteva-Grillet maintains that the government focuses its support on Popular Art because it represents a cheaper option to maintaining a high quality curatorial programme within museums: 

The government’s cultural policies are aimed at praising Popular culture because Popular culture does not require teachers, [artist] studios or institutions. Popular artists have always existed, exist and will continue to exist. Therefore, it’s very cost effective [and] no investment is required. What they have invested in is the publicity campaign [the Government] does with them [Popular artists]. It’s harder to deal with the needs of the museums. Anyway, this government questions the usefulness of museums, if, as they say, only the elite visit them. 

 


(cited in Delgado Aguirre, 2009) 

If artists in Venezuela limit themselves to a Popular Art narrative, that is, creating highly figurative, naïve and even anachronic works of art, their creative output will most likely be shunned by international art market and they will subsequently struggle to make a living beyond the borders of their home nation. Arts and Culture journalist Omar Khan (2013) reflects on the excessive emphasis on a ‘popular’ narrative in the Venezuelan context: “the word ‘popular’ now had a great significance, not only in the art field, but in all of Chávez’s revolutionary ideas”. Loaded with political ideals, the arts for the Venezuelan government would narrowly focus on the art of and for the people, showcasing folkloric scenes, painting murals around the city with iconic motifs, and, most importantly, always depicting a strong sense of national identity in the arts (Khan, 2013).
[Insert Image 4 around here]
Despite being perhaps, theoretically more conducive for mass-consumption due to being easily understood, (thus again raising the complex issue of audience engagement), this bold propaganda art because of its heavy political and nationalist discourse, cannot as art curator and scholar Claudia explains: “transcend to a symbolic level” in the art market. That is to say, it does not fit into the art market’s valuation structures and an accepted art world narrative. Although politically-minded artists may well merit museum exposure, it appears that in the case of Venezuela today the political rhetoric within the arts is more prescriptive than organic, becoming more of a pre-requisite for museum representation. At the heart of an artwork lies the artistic discourse, the ‘vision’ or ‘spirit’ of the artist as creative individual. This discourse is then moulded and interpreted by art professionals (the curators and critics) for broader consumption. Rather than tapping into a politically-driven art movement currently bubbling in Venezuela, the museums seem to be dictating increasingly narrower guidelines of what is considered worthy of official representation. Considering the political rhetoric, it is worth highlighting instances of censorship in the official representation of artists by the government, where anti-government discourses have been banned from official funding (see Rodner and Preece’s examination of Venezuelan artists that were censored at the Venice Biennale, 2015). Our interviewees noted how avant-garde, cutting-edge contemporary or overtly creative expressions of art tend to be considered too risky for the current administration, which is essentially limiting the creative (and often critical) discourse of local artists currently working in the country. Local curator and art critic, Zavarce (2010) expands further on the risk-averse nature of museum shows,

most of the exhibits, except for some exceptional cases, are displays that are not innovative, transforming, critical, experimental or [are not] appealing to a public with a curatorial criteria. The [art] proposals have failed to seduce the gaze [of the visitor] and their spaces are trapped by inertia.

Under such circumstances and lacking the curatorial support and legitimacy of the museum framework, the private sector has taken on the challenge of ‘re-educating’ the public on contemporary art discourses. Fore example, gallery owner Amanda complained about a general deterioration of taste of local collectors, where commercial spaces such as hers now take on the “risk and responsibility of becoming a reference of contemporaneity” for the art market. 
Curatorial changes at museum level have necessarily also had a major impact on visitor numbers, where local art professionals have noticed the “disappearance of the public from the museums’ exhibition halls” (Esteva-Grillet, 2010b). Our interviewees regretted the deterioration of a traditional museum-going audience, which has now been replaced by a public with little interest neither in the collections nor the didactic experience previously on offer at these cultural institutions. They notice how museum programming tends to focus on event performances rather than curatorial programming, such as the ‘Night Visits to the Museums,’ which Esteva-Grillet quickly discards as a true museum-going practice: 

People go because there is a free show. Young people go to listen to musical ensembles and to have a drink […] But, how many go to visit the [art] exhibits? They don’t go for that! They go because there is a buzz and a lot of racket. It’s a meeting place. The government has money to spend on free shows that motivate people to go out at night. 

(cited in Falcón, 2012) 
Similarly, visual artist José notices how the museums have become ‘cultural warehouses’ that focus on educational programming for a transient younger audience or one-off visitors: 

So they take the kiddies from the schools or perhaps a group of people to do some sort of specific workshop that might be of interest to a community. They are people that go to the museum for THAT purpose – like someone that goes to a school – they go, look around and go home, but it’s not a museum public. That’s been lost. 

Apart from some school visits, specialist workshops, propaganda shows or popular entertainment disguised as a cultural event (such as music concerts, night visits, or folkloric shows), museums in Venezuela today fail to capture a sustainable repeat audience with a genuine interest in the curatorial content of these cultural institutions. While this is surely the case for museum audiences across the globe and audiences go to museums for diverse reasons beyond just learning (as we explored earlier), when the curatorial discourse is weak then there is little meaning-making to be made. Consequently, it becomes harder to bridge the curatorial discourses to a visiting public, so that the translation between what is housed at the museum and the audience visiting this cultural space becomes lost, turning the museum into simply an alternative venue for social gatherings.  
Lacking the cultural credibility that they once had, museums in Venezuela have become empty shells that appear to go against the very nature of the art world. Art-worthiness lies in the validation of an art world with the cultural capital to do so, not merely the structural presence of a museum circuit. Without the art world to contextualise the work culturally, historically and socially, the cultural translation between art and public becomes lost, and the country’s cultural heritage risks becoming meaningless for future generations. Exploiting the museum framework for political propaganda detracts from the legitimising and allegedly ‘unbiased’ role museums should play within the art world. As in our previous case, we see that as museum personnel are no longer allowed to decide freely what is museum-worthy, trust in the institutions is eroded which in turn, is damaging not only to the nation but particularly to the local artists who have reduced ability in accessing the international market. Again, the museum becomes a puppet serving political ideologies. 
Conclusion: the Museum Sell-out 


By presenting two case studies of museum ‘sell-outs,’ we examine the macro-forces that underpin institutions and yet are often ignored in the literature; while all museums have to deal with such pressures, we present our two cases as extreme examples for illustrative purposes. These museums have both clearly become mouthpieces for other interests, economic and political. In our first case we present some of the dangers of developing too close a relationship between art and business while in the second we illustrate the threat of nationalist dogmatism on the production and consumption of art. While each example is at opposite ends of the spectrum, moving from neoliberalism to socialism, in both cases we can say that the museums relinquish their key role in terms of meaning-making, allowing other (macro-level) forces to create this meaning for them. While this infringement on the museum has various adverse effects, in this paper we draw the reader’s attention to two significantly damaging consequences made evident in our chosen comparative case study analysis. 


First of all, on a micro-level, we note how contemporary artists currently working within these contexts are unable to access the institutional support they need to springboard their careers. In Hong Kong, we see these artists being used in a tokenistic way without proper placement or curation so they remain neglected from an art historical narrative. This is particularly concerning given the increasing encroachment of business on museums internationally, as noted above. In Venezuela, on the other hand, we see how artists wishing to access public spaces (or funding) are being limited to a politically-loaded narrative, that is deemed too folkloric, patriotic or naïve to be validated by the art world at large and subsequently denied access onto the art market. In both cases the artists end up isolated from the wider art world, impeding the public from experiencing their work and ultimately perpetuating the Western-centric structure on which the art market operates. 
It is worth noting, however, that although we chose these examples because of the obvious influence ideology has had on them, due to the very nature through which art is measured whereby this value is socially constructed through an art world (Dickie, 1997), all museums are inherently biased in one way or another. There is no such thing as a ‘neutral’ institutional space. This paper is therefore not solely a critique of alternative, non-Western, museum structures, which dare to use different selection and presentation configurations. Indeed, we must acknowledge that ultimately the international art market we take as neutral, is inherently ‘Western’ and operates in hierarchical and often elitist structures. 
This brings us to our second point; on a macro-level, we have reconsidered the roles that museums play on the cultural horizon and how their alleged ‘unbiasedness’ can be tarnished by macroenvironmental forces, such as the commercial and political pressures that we have highlighted in this paper. As ‘idealised repositories for art,’ which supposedly distance themselves from mercantilism and political ideologies, museums (in theory) are able to confer onto the artists and artworks that they house the ultimate seal of institutional approval available in the art world. This gives museums the highest level of cultural credibility, making them the irrefutable pinnacles of the art world. However, in practice, museums are inherently biased in one way or another, as they too find themselves inevitably wrapped up within a macroenvironmental structure. Coffey and Packer (2007), in their analysis of the Guggenheim motorcycle exhibition note Tony Bennett’s notion of culture as a “historically specific set of institutionally embedded relations of government in which the forms of thought and conduct of extended populations are targeted for transformation” and the role of the public museum as the primary institutional apparatus in instrumentalising this process. In this sense, the museum is presented as an ideological tool with which to control the population, making them submit to proper modes of political and social participation. While in Bennett’s view the museum is used by government to produce responsible citizen-subjects, as seems to be the case in Venezuela, in Hong Kong (and in various other global institutions) it is ‘good’ consumers that are being created who obey the laws of the free market. We argue that there is therefore a need for further research examining the intersection between the political economy, culture and society in terms of how certain views are hidden or concealed from the market at the expense of others.
Nevertheless, our paper stresses how, in order to sustain their cultural credibility on the artistic horizon, museums should attempt to avoid such evident entanglement with external forces that essentially jeopardise their role as meaning-makers in the art world. In their study of blockbuster shows, Rentschler, Bridson and Evans note how problematic these corporate-funded mega events can be on the museum as symbolic platform for the arts, it that they can jeopardise “the authenticity of the art museum purpose”, where the “core mission and vision” of the institution may fall apart (2014: 49). In our comparative case studies we have highlighted how becoming tightly intertwined (and subsequently governed) by macro-level pressures such as commerce or politics has damaging effects on local artists, the local art scene, but also the curatorial integrity of the art institution and in turn also the cultural standing of the nation to a wider public. Museums that are unable to balance these external pressures in their day-to-day operations and curatorial programming risk losing the very cultural credibility and symbolic capital that sets them apart from other players within the art world, stripping them of their value-conferring raison d’être. 
Moreover, both of our examples provide some noteworthy considerations in terms of managerial implications. In the case of Hong Kong, we can see that partnering with more popular non-art brands can engage a local population that is art-shy. How this is handled is of course a delicate balance, however there are opportunities for exciting exhibitions, notably with technological firms. While there is a long-standing tension between audience engagement and curatorial programming (see Frey, 1998 for example) in that generally a move towards visitor orientation leads to art historic research, conservation and preservation becoming less central; there is a balance to be made and we show that there is a real danger when the curatorial staff are side-lined and ignored. In the case of Venezuela, the emphasis placed on local styles and cultural identity is by no means a bad thing in itself, indeed as the world becomes increasingly globalised there is a need for alternative voices. Again, however, presenting solely one voice as is the case in Venezuela, does not really enrich the diverse and colourful palette of the art world; indeed any attempts to hide the complexity of political, socio-economic and personal forces that affect the production of art is naïve at best. Ultimately, it is only through creative, innovative and diverse perspectives that museums will be able to both educate and entertain. To do so, we suggest that they look to local artists who as demonstrated in previous literature (see for example Fillis, 2000; 2004) provide excellent examples of entrepreneurial creativity and heed the advice of Belgian festival director and curator Frie Leyson who has challenged arts makers to remember that audiences should not be relegated to simple consumers and “art should not please. On the contrary. Art has to show where it hurts […] We urgently need the courage back to pick up the role of disturbers again” and to differentiate between art, culture and entertainment which have three different logics and therefore, different needs (cited in Watts, 2015). Art, and museums as one of the central places in which art is seen, must provide space for reflexion and critique and this, we argue, is what is lost when the museum becomes a simple venue rather than a repository of art with curatorial responsibility towards the general public. 
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�In the second half of the 20th century, museums saw a new and significant source of funding, where the private philanthropist was being outranked by corporate funding. In an effort to “polish tarnished images”, the earliest examples of corporate funds for the arts came from tobacco and oil companies (Freeland, 2001: 102), which set a trend for many corporations of various industries. 


� Frequently pigeonholed as elitist in their physical presence and content (McCracken, 2005), museums are still considered intimidating meeting places for many. Across the USA and parts of Europe, some museums only manage to capture a mere 22% of the general population, most generally focusing on those within a high income status and with higher level of education (Freeland, 2001). 


� Although most of the artists in the exhibition were already at the pinnacle of the market, as mentioned above, many of these works were of lower quality and therefore exhibition in a public museum affords them a newfound respectability, which translates into financial value.


� Individual luxury items that boast a museum pedigree can soar in value. Following an appearance in a 2011 Smithsonian exhibit, a Van Cleef & Arpels diamond brooch sold for more than eight times its high estimate at Christie’s. Nicholas Bos, CEO of the brand has acknowledged that “these exhibition are very, very important to us, […]. When clients see some pieces exhibited in the museum that are pretty similar to ones they’ve bought, it confirms to them that it’s a valid choice, and it’s a good incentive to add to their collection.” (Gamerman, 2014). Joy et al. (2014)’s study demonstrates that consumers differentiate between regular luxury products and those ‘art objects’, which were in a museum and therefore are more valuable. 


� For example in 2010 artist Mitsuhiro Okamoto had to remove his locust sculptures which were covered in monogrammed cloth from various luxury brands including Vuitton (thus satirising the influence luxury status holds on our contemporary society) from Kobe Fashion Museum. Vuitton claimed they promoted the market for counterfeit products.  In 2008, Vuitton similarly forced the Parisian boutique Colette to close a window installation by conceptual artist Cyril Duval as it displayed a sculpture of a suit of armour made from fake Vuitton bags. Again, the company claimed the artwork tacitly endorsed the counterfeit market (Makarova, 2010). 


� MBA stands for Museo de Bellas Artes (Fine Arts Museum) located in downtown Caracas. 


� On visiting the exhibit, art historian and critic Esteva-Grillet notes how the show’s curators behave “more like quote-hunters than [art] researchers”, scouting for big names that can be moulded to fit any discourse, including Uruguayan poet and novelist, Mario Benedetti, Mexican writer and poet, Octavio Paz, and even Baroque poet and scholar, Sister Juana Inés de la Cruz, was included for good measure in this “mess” (Esteva-Grillet, 2010a).
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