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ABSTRACT

This paper focuses on the contemporary phenomenon of artists
who, because of institutional changes in the social organization of
the visual arts, become their own gatekeepers by running their
own galleries, managing their own exposure and re-establishing
direct contact with their audiences and communities, The author
contends that the ways in which artists have pursued and
organized their own galleries shed light on both the functioning of
the established social organization of art and the circumstances
that bring about its change. The paper explores the organization,
operations and viability of visual artist-managed galleries in the
San Francisco and Santa Cruz areas of California as an alterna-
tive to the established organization of the art market.
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INTRODUCTION

One of the processes of institutional change in the visual
arts has been the increasing independence of the artist,
both from individual patrons and from a clearly defined
clientele (Pevsner, 1970). At the same time the artist has
become dependent on an increasingly amorphous,
anonymous clientele with different artistic tastes and
demands. Since the 19th Century, changes of demographic
and economic characteristics of art consumers has been
followed by a growing number and diversity of new means
of art exposure and consumption most of which are
managed by a non-artist dealer or auctioneer (White and
White, 1965). While the importance of the middle person,
the art dealer, who owns or manages the means of
exhibiting art, promotes and sells it to various audiences,
has increased, direct contact between artist and audience
has steadily diminished as a result. Moreover, while artists
are freed from constraints of a well-defined patronage
system on their artistic autonomy (see Henning, 1970}, they
have been introduced to new constraints, stemming from
their needs to find their own gatekeepers, thereby exposing
themselves to great uncertainties.

The contemporary phenomenon of artists who become
their own gatekeepers by running their own galleries,
managing their own exposure and re-establishing direct
contact with their audiences and communities is one of the
most significant changes in the contemporary social
organization of art, and one which relates directly to the
altered social situation of the artist since the middie of the
Nineteenth Century. The ways in which artists have
pursued and organized their own galleries shed light on
both the functioning of the established social organization
of art and the circumstances that bring about changes
within it.

This paper explores the organization, operations and
viability of visual artist-managed galleries in the San
Francisco area and Santa Cruz, California as an alternative
to the established organization of the art market.
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ARTIST-MANAGED MEANS OF EXPOSURE

Since the Salon des Réfusés (1863) and the Salon des
Indépendents of the Impressionist group, artists concerned
about the inaccessibility of existing means of exposure have
periodically organized their own alternatives, be they
schools, periodical self-organized shows, or permanent
galleries.! In the period following World War Il, a great
number of artist-run galleries opened across the United
States (Chamberlain, 1974; Art Letter, Jan., 1976). Many of
these galleries are referred to as “‘alternative spaces,” a
concept which has gained wide usage. It signifies new types
of exhibition spaces that are non-commercial, either in
orientation or in fact, and run by artists. This term refers
particularly to galleries which show art that is new, non-
traditional, and in some cases not for sale.

Currently in San Francisco and the Bay Area, there seem
to be six major modes of artist-managed exposure:

1) Individual artists who own and manage galleries where
their own work, at times that of others, is shown.

2) “"Open studios’” where, on designated weekends,
artists’ studios are open to the public. The weekend events
are collectively organized and publicized by the artists
involved.

3) Rented spaces, a method whereby individual artists rent
exhibition space at places other than galleries, such as
libraries, banks or the lobbies of different buildings
appropriated for such purposes.

4) Cooperative galleries, co-owned or co-rented and
collectively run by artists who exhibit and sell their own
work there.

5) “Alternative’’? galleries which are collectively or
individually run and exhibit art which, due to its spatial
requirements, cannot be shown in regular galleries; for
example, installation works.

6) Community-oriented centers: multipurpose organiza-
tions where the exposure of various kinds of art to the
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community forms an integral part of their functions. Their
art-related activities are run voluntarily by artists from the
community.

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES AND STRATEGIES

The main foci of this study are the organization and oper-
ations of artist-managed means of exposure, their effective-
ness and the extent to which they emerge as a viable
alternative to the existing system of dealer-managed
exposure. It seeks to explain both the circumstances under
which artist-managed exposure and marketing originate
and those which maintain them. The main hypothesis of
this paper is that alternative galleries emerge and are
organized in response to particular constraints of the
present gallery/museum system. These are expected to be
both structural and relational in nature. The structural are
those that pertain to the limited accessibility of existent
means of exposure such as galleries, museums and other
exhibition spaces. The relational constraints pertain to
artist-gallery dealers’ relationships and the artist-audience
contacts.

The data were obtained by a combination of open inter-
views and written questionnaires conducted with visual
artists who individually own or manage their exposure
means, and with representatives and members of collective
galleries in San Francisco, Berkeley, Oakland and Santa
Cruz. The sample does not inciude artists whose only
means of exposure is non-gallery rented spaces, since this
exposure is usually not a significant one for the artist’s
career. Community centers are not included as well,
primarily because they do not function as a gallery in the
usual sense of the word.

Out of the remaining four types of artist-managed
galleries the sample includes five galleries owned by
individual artists, two open studios, nine cooperative
galieries, six "‘alternative’’ galleries (one of which is
cooperative) and an additional eighteen members of
collective galleries.
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FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS

A. Basic Organizational Forms and Major Purposes

The individually-run gallery is essentially similar to a
regular commercial gallery except for the fact that the artist
who owns and manages the gallery shows his or her own
work there. On occasion the work of other artists, mostly
friends or others whose work they like, is shown as well.
When this occurs the artist acts in a capacity of a gallery
dealer, charging commission (though much lower than
ordinarily charged in a commercial gallery), handling the
publicity, and organizing openings. Due to high costs, the
gallery does not carry insurance and publicity is on a small
scale. The gallery is often at the artist's home. Those who
can afford the costs, rent space in an area closer to other
galleries where gallery visitors are more frequent.

The collectively-run gallery consists of a group of artists
who together manage the gallery and make decisions
pertaining to its operation. The collective forms vary; the
open studios are managed by individual artists, each taking
care of his or her own show and visitors, but the weekend
event?® is planned and promoted by all the artists involved,
principally to share costs, since they are all located in one
area (south of Market area in San Francisco) and are
frequently visited by the same public. In the cooperative
gallery costs and responsibilities are shared more or less
equally by all members and exhibits contain mostly
members’ work. /ncorporated galleries (all of the ‘alterna-
tive’’ galleries) are run by a small group of aritsts who
constitute the board of directors and show primarily work by
other artists who are not members of the gallery. These
latter galleries have a non-profit status and are thus eligible
for grants, which they use for setting up the shows, running
the organization, and small stipends for the showing artists.
Two of the cooperative galleries have also been incor-
porated, but in their case their boards of directors consist of
prominent people in the community who have supported
the artists. The board oversees the operations of the
organization, is often consulted in matters of policy and
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provides the necessary (by law) supervision over expendi-
tures and other budgetary issues. The actual decision
making and organizational operations are handied by the
artists themselves. Other cooperative galleries which are in
the process of incorporating into non-profit organizations
plan on having similar arrangements.

All individually run outlets and most of the collectives
were organized by the artists themselves using their own
financial resources, but a few collectives were sponsored or
helped by community organizations or other individuals.
The San Francisco Art Commission is active in helping local
artists to organize and run art-related activities. The San
Francisco Art Dealers’ Association has sponsored the
creation of 80 Langton Gallery in San Francisco. In Santa
Cruz, individual patrons helped to initiate construction of
the Art Center, a cooperative. Patton (1977) reported similar
state and federal financial backing of alternative spaces in
New York.

While individually run galleries are organized mainly
around exposure, the collectively run galleries are
organized around exposure and/or production which is
focused on working together on the premises and includes
collective ownership of tools and equipment. Where
exposure is the prominent function of the outlet, the
collective aspect of artistic production often manifests itself
in exchange of information, evaluation, critique and
support, usually on an informal, non-systematic basis,*
while the works themselves are produced eisewhere.
Almost all galleries have a new show (small group, solo,
membership show) once a month.

Where the materials and equipment are expensive,
diversified, multiple, and require large space, as in
photography and printmaking, the tendency is to obtain a
collective ownership. Non-members usually pay a rental fee
for the use of the facilities. The number of members
becomes then quite crucial.

In any such arrangements the equipment becomes
available to a larger number of people and more oppor-
tunities to learn new techniques are created. For
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photography and printmaking outlets, especially those
which are doing experimental work, the cooperative or
collective outlet is a pioneering attempt to increase the
visibility of these forms of art to the public.5 Most of these
tend to emphasize the workshop—the production process—
over the gallery. In some, the decision to organize shows
occurs after the production setup is established.

The novelties these galleries introduce are the replace-
ment of the dealer by the artist, who is now in a position of
both creator and seller of works of art, and the emergence of
the non-commercial gallery. Not only do these artists
control the processes of exposure and marketing of their
own art, but they have also created opportunities for artists
to work together under a possibly more structured and
certainly more supportive environment. In this sense, they
constitute an expansion of the existing gallery/museum
system and provide artists career opportunities not
available elsewhere.

B. Experiential and Ideological Grounds for Creating Artist-
Run Galleries

The major reasons stated for creating independent outlets
seem to vary according to the medium and to individual
experiences with the established art world.

The inaccessibility for the established commercial
galleries, especially to new forms of art, induced artists,
painters, sculptors, photographers, and printmakers to
create their own. Similarly, many of the "alternative”
galleries were established specifically to expose new forms
of art (conceptual, installation or nonstatic art) which could
not be exhibited in regular galleries (see also Patton’s, 1977
and Steinback’s, 1977 account of similar spaces else-
where). Among them are the Museum of Conceptual Art
(MOCA), La Mamelle, and 80 Langton, all in San Francisco.
The latter was sponsored by the San Francisco Art Dealer’s
Association which recognized the necessity to expose these
forms of art. These are places where avant garde work is
being shown.
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However, in other collectively and individually run
galleries the difficulties encountered by the artists who tried
to get their work shown in the established commercial
galleries seem to have had little to do with avant-gardism.
Their art is more traditional in which striking innovations
are harder to achieve. This fact itself may explain the diffi-
culties such artists have when trying to show their work.
These difficulties were cited as their major reason for
establishing their own gallery. Explaining why: their work
has not been accepted by commerical galleries, these artists
stressed that it is in fact of “higher quality,” and hence
unsaleable, than the art shown in commercial galleries. The
latter was stereotyped as “‘less sophisticated,” “saleable,”
and “less daring.”

Other artists expressed reluctance to be caught up in the
“commercial game’ and many have never actually tried to
show their work in commercial galleries for this (claimed)
reason.

None of the five art critics and five prominent gallery
dealers in San Francisco interviewed seemed to have been
particularly impressed with the quality of the work shown in
artist-run galleries, though some emphasized that they
have seen some good work there. Even the art shown in the
“alternative’” galleries (which they all admitted is difficult to
show in the limited space of regular galleries), was not
perceived by them as being consisently good. For the most
part, the art shown by individual artists, in cooperative
galleries or in the “open studios” has been perceived to be
immature, unprofessional and mediocre at best.

This contradiction in perceptions and attitudes can be
partially explained by the different interests each of these
parties represents. It is, however, crucial to the viability of
artist-managed galleries, both in terms of the artists’
commitments to do their own thing regardless of what
influentia! people in the art market think and in terms of the
market artist-managed galleries can generate. It is not
unlikely that the art shown in these galleries represents
future, not yet acceptable, trends in art;® but it is also quite
possible that the explanations artists have for being rejected



ARTIST-RUN GALLERIES 11

by the established gallery/museum system are self-
deluding. On the other hand, rejection by commercial
galleries has not stopped them from continuing to produce
their work and believing in its quality, and many continue to
seek commercial galleries. The creation of self-managed
outlets is seen by them as an expedient form of exposure.

What are the advantages of getting away from the
dependence on gallery dealers?

Disenchantment with the arrangements offered by
commercial galleries was a major reason given by artists for
creating alternative means of exposure. The commercial
galleries exist, as one artist put it, “‘to rob, exploit, cheat and
manipulate artists for their own economic interests.” The
most frequent complaints referred to the high percentage of
commission taken by the art dealer (30%-60%) and to the
pressures put on artists to change their style to one more
saleable. Other complaints were: “l got tired of carrying my
work from one dealer to another and confronting their lack
of understanding of my work;”” “They can’t relate to my kind
of work, they didn’t even try;” “Their snobbish attitude was
enough for me to get out of the game even though some of
them did like my work.” Artists often complained bitterly of
a lack of commitment on the part of the dealers in promot-
ing the work of new artists.

The commercial orientation of the traditional gallery,
catering to particular tastes, was a source of great anxiety
among the artists. They “knew” of artists who “‘prostituted
their work,” and were reluctant to do the same. When
asked about their career aspirations, some, while denying
that they were ever interested in a traditional career (fame,
etc.), said that they might change their minds “if the
opportunity knocks on my door.” Most indicated their
interest in a traditional artistic career (national acclaim,
monetary rewards, socializing with art world people, having
their works reviewed in important art magazines, receiving
invitations to shows, and so on) while expressing a need to
do so on their own terms without the pressures involved in
achieving such status through the commercial gallery.

Some saw the commercial art gallery as an enemy, to be
avoided if possible, yet reported that having their own
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gallery, having to face exorbitant costs of display and
insurance and financial risks, made them realize the
reasons for high commissions. No artists expressed
remorse about adhering to their artistic principles. If the
means of maintaining artistic integrity are to look for other
forms of exposure and marketing of their art, even though it
requires more time and energy, these artists are willing to
do it. In this sense, they still “sell themselves.” Their
“profit” seems to be a great reduction in anxiety involved in
submitting their work to evaluation by powerful and conse-
guential (yet perceived as non-supportive) people and an
increased sense of control over their lives as artists. Such
sense of freedom sustains their commitment to and belief in
their work.

The quest for artists’ control over the exposure of their
work is further legitimized, particularly by representatives of
the collective galleries, by the claim that “only artists are
capable of judging artistic work and have real empathy with
the process;”” that artists should not be evaluated at all
except by the public at large because ‘“‘the evaluation
process involves economic considerations and has no
validity;” “artists should be completely independent and
allowed to show whatever they think is their best work.”

Whether these comments reflect a sense of ambivalence
or an ideology, a reaction to an unreceptive art world or a
real belief in the artist’'s authority in matters of artistic
evaluation, needs to be studied further. The pursuit of
artistic autonomy is parallel to any other quest made by
professionals for authority and collegial control over their
work. But unlike other professionals, artists do not have
organizational affiliations which secure such autonomy.
Any collective action on their part, therefore, is instru-
mental in creating the necessary conditions for exercising
control over their lives as artists. Intensive interaction,
exchange of ideas, constant deliberation regarding the
mission and function of a collective gallery, a workshop or
any group of independent artists (all of which has been
taking place), are catalysts for formation of such attitudes or
even a coherent ideology.



ARTIST-RUN GALLERIES 13

The “alternative’” galleries reject the idea of art as a
commodity and the art produced or shown in their space is
for the most part unsaleable (performances and installation
pieces). Their purpose is to promote these arts, seen by
them as means of communication rather than a status
symbol, and to create contacts with other artists who work
in similar media. La Mamelle, AIR and 80 Langton created
information and exchange centers for artists. This may
represent a state of ‘‘goal succession” on the part of the
artists; either a shift from emphasis on fame and financial
success to an emphasis on a viable artistic community, or a
shift towards a new definition of art and its functions.

The need on the part of each artist to legitimize the route
chosen is quite understandable, especially in light of the
absence of formalized routes to artistic success. Yet, only
when the final goal seems to differ from that of a traditional
artistic career, are the rudiments of revolutionary? institu-
tional forms set forth. If goal succession is a result of
“failure” to achieve the traditional goal, then one can
expect that successful artists will eventually reassume
traditional career paths. If on the other hand, the goal
succession is based on genuine ideology, it is less likely that
successful artists will return to traditional patterns once
they gain recognition through their own galleries.

While it may be too early to judge—most of these galleries
are quite young—the findings suggest that the creation of
artist-managed galleries originated not so much due to the
claimed (by artists and others) objection to art as a
commodity, nor to conflicting interests between artists and
gallery dealers,® as to artists’ failure in promoting their
career through the commercial galleries. Most artists are
still interested in becoming known and in making money
from their art. Present monetary rewards come in forms of
grants (especially where art is unsaleable) and the sales of
the works shown. Though prices in these galleries are lower
than in commercial galleries, they do succeed in promoting
an artistic career, and offer new ways to achieve exposure
and recognition in the face of limited resources. This may
present elements of a new ideology emphasizing the
liberation of the artist from the middle person, the trans-
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formation of art from a commodity to a non-commodity, and
the revitalization of the value of artistic integrity.

To further investigate that possibility, it is necessary to
examine the membership and operation of the artist-
managed galleries.

C. Membership

The ways in which the collective outlets recruit new
members vary according to their declared purposes. Where
this is to provide willing yet unknown artists with an
exposure opportunity, the tendency is to have an “open
door” policy with the position that the artists should be the
judges of their own work. Where the collective’s purpose is
to promote talented® young artists who could not get any
exposure elsewhere (because their work was “‘provocative
or non-marketable’’), the tendency is 1o screen newcomers
according to the perceived quality of their work. In
“alternative” galleries, the responsibility of choosing the
artists for the shows lies with the boards of directors. These
galleries expressed a great concern for the quality of the
works shown, mainly because of their interest in promoting
“new’’ art. Practices of screening vary among them. Both
Patton (1977) and Steinback (1977) indicated that some
alternative galleries in New York and Washington, D.C.
occasionally invite guest curators to organize their shows,
and established artists to participate in the shows, in order
to increase the places’ visibility. In this study only one place
(Camerawork) uses curators for some of its shows.
Practices such as soliciting the membership of established
artists to promote the visibility and status of the gallery are
not common either. Some suggested that this was so
because "‘artists are too competitive and ultimately drive the
best among them away,” which if true may result in shows
of mediocre quality and a diminished attractiveness to
established artists or noted curators. Established artists
were perceived, in some galleries, to be uninterested since
“they already made it, so they don’t need us.” It is quite
possible, however, that since alternative galleries in the
San Francisco area have not yet achieved the prestige their
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counterparts in New York enjoy, they lack the resources or
the visibility to attract established artists or to pay curators
to organize their shows. Some of the co-op galleries tend to
have special screening committees or special membership
sessions to evaluate applicants” work. Invariably, once
admitted the artists are free to choose which of their works
to exhibit.

In all the cooperative galleries, in addition to the
perceived quality of new applicants’ work, the extent to
which they seem to personally fit into a collective situation
is a very important criterion for admission. Since the
members have participatory obligations—gallery-sitting
duties, committee work, membership meetings, eic.—it is
crucial that newcomers are willing to carry them out. A
commitment to the idea or the practices of a cooperative
endeavor is required. Apparent authoritarian tendencies are
met with suspicion, especially in places where decisions are
made on consensual basis (see Section D on decision
making). )

While many of those who have shown in the "‘aiterna-
tive”” spaces have had prior exposure, mostly in other
alternative spaces, most members of the cooperative
galleries have shown little work prior to exposure in the
current gallery. This is also true for most of the individuals
who own their own galleries.

Solicitation of new members is conducted mostly on an
informal basis—acquaintance with other artists’ work,
concern for unexposed artists who seem to be personally
suited to join a collective operation, etc. Some collectives
use advertising to invite artists to join them.

Recruiting unexposed artists and the non-systematic way
by which the solicitation is done present some risks if the
collective group is interested in gaining recognition. Many
of the artists are inexperienced and/or non-discriminating
in their selections. Many recognize the problem, yet insist
that the work shown at their respective galleries is of a high
quality. Only one representative of a commercially oriented
cooperative gallery (Union Co-op) specifically addressed the
issue of internal competition among members as another
factor that may deter high quality, emphasizing that good
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artists are resented and eventually leave.'? Other galleries,
mostly the non-commercial ones, deny any competition
among members or any competitive spirit in discussing new
applicants. Obviously, competition is neither formally
generated nor is it seen as acceptable in such places. In
none of the places studied do artists engage in systematic
critique of each other’s work. Such practice is so crucial to
quality control that its absence may very well imply a covert
competitive mood.

The provision of exposure opportunities to unknown
artists by far supersedes ideologically based quests for self-
control. Likewise, the artists face great difficulties selling
their art {rather than not being interested in selling their
art)." If membership was primarily based on ideological
considerations we would have found in these galleries many
more known artists who have rejected the established
commercial gallery system for another form of exposure
which offers a different context of artistic career. On the
other hand, the sincerity of the artists studied is not to be
lightly discarded. Many voiced their satisfaction with being
able to control their own artistic life and assume an
expanded artistic role. Seeking membership in alternative
galleries, being willing to work collectively with other artists
may very well indicate their acceptance of, if not total
commitment to,'2 the ideas upon which such galleries are
based.

D. Decision-Making and Organization of Work

The ways by which these galleries perform their activities
differ according to size, age and basic structure. Decision-
making structures oscillate between representational or
oligarchical management, where a few elected or nomi-
nated people run the organization, and democratic or
consensual management by the whole membership with
rotating assignments. In the first, annual all-membership
meetings take place to select committees, chairpersons and
other “‘officials’” who make decisions, regulate new
membership and control the evolution of events. The role of
the membership, though it has the right to call general
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meetings, make comments and participate, appears to be
one of “lower participants” in the sense of having less
power or less involvement individually (e.g., the Co-op
Gallery at Union Street, San Francisco, where the members
have no decision-making authority whatever). As a result
they are also less inclined to be actively involved in the
gallery’s events.

Different levels of participatory commitment are common
in the older galleries (maybe a case of “routinization of
charisma’™), the larger galleries/workshops (a case of
oligarchical tendencies) and in outlets where the members
hold outside, especially non-art-related, jobs. Some
galleries, such as the Santa Cruz Art Center, expect artists
to commit themselves to work on the premises or to produce
at least a number of new works each month, thus requiring
a high level of involvement.

Those which emphasize a democratic consensual
management tend to have weekly or monthly membership
meetings (in some cases, occasional weekend retreats)
when all aspects of the gallery/workshop operations are
discussed and decisions are made either by a majority vote
or consensus. Personal comptability and (at times) limited
membership size are seen as important to the effectiveness
of such methods. In spite of the drawbacks of consensual
management—Ilengthy discussions, persuasions, cajoling,
implicit power games and high commitment levels—the
artists involved reject overt non-egalitarian tendencies.
Some collective galleries use simple majority rule and
attempt to get consensual agreements.

In the “‘alternative” galleries the boards of directors make
all the decisions involving operations and carry out all
functions save the organization of shows, which is the
responsibility of the showing artists.

The smaller galleries tend to have informal structures of
decision-making and management: “"We talk everything
over whenever we see each other and come to an agree-
ment.” Where only one or a few own/rent the place and/or
the equipment, other users pay rent and participate in the
scheduling of events and work hours, but have no other
say.
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All large outlets set committees to take care of the
necessary operations, the most common being gallery or
hanging committees, publicity and advertising committees,
and, in places where this function is not carried out by the
whole membership, admission committees which screen
new members. Very often the galleries have a secretary to
do the office work and assign gallery duties, and a treasurer
or budget committee which is responsible for the financial
aspects of the outlet. Membership on such committees
tends to rotate on a yearly basis. In some older galleries, the
membership in the committees has stayed unchanged,
partly because of specialization and partly because these
people tend to be more active in the outlet,

in the smaller places, tasks are assigned on an ad hoc
basis given the time and energy available. In some, the
whole membership carries out the tasks as they come up,
without apparent division of labor.

Here, too, the reality of their situation seems to inhibit the
realization of the gallery’'s proclaimed purposes. The
amount of time and energy required to manage the gallery
results in low productivity levels. Many decisions are often a
compromise among different opinions and result in low
efficiency. Though mutual support and collaboration are
high, very little time is taken for discussions, critiques and
exchange in respect to the artists’ own art works. Whether
this is due to competitive feelings, insecurities, or sheer lack
of time, it may result in uncritically organized shows of low
quality, slow artistic growth and maturation, and in a failure
to reach significant artistic development. Inability or unwill-
ingness to control the quality of the work exposed (as was
discussed in the section on membership), the danger or
receding commitments, as well as the difficulties generated
by highly participatory management, seem to be major
potential obstacles in the realization of their goals.

E. Contacts with Audiences

Lack of direct contact with the public was expressed
extensively as one of the disadvantages of the commercial
gallery. Artists expressed the notion that “the audience is
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the final judge,” thereby rejecting the need for a middle
person, critic or gallery dealer: “The audience needs to
respect artists’ ability to judge art rather than relying on
critics.”” Others seek immediate feedback from their
audiences or want to meet the people who buy their works.

Many see their own galleries as a means of educating the
public. Photography and printmaking galleries are eager to
explain their methods and the ways by which each of the
media involved ought to be observed, perceived and under-
stood. These galleries organize special classes, open house
events and public lectures for this particular purpose, yet
resent unscheduled interaction with the audience. The
latter is encouraged mostly with the person who is on
gallery-sitting duty. The artist's name and phone number
are given to those who express a wish to speak to him or her
or to buy his or her work (especially in non-profit galleries).
On the other hand, many artists express resentment regard-
ing the time, effort and emotional energy needed to create
and sustain contact with gallery visitors, and are impatient
with people who do not seem to understand their art. Often
they try to avoid their gallery-sitting duties because of such
occurances. A sympathetic audierice, however, is always
welcome and artists talk at great length with such people.

These apparent contradictions and ambiguities limit the
efforts of these galleries to materialize their ideas relating to
their audiences. Irritability with ““non-understanding”
visitors cannot serve their desire to educate the public. The
individually-run galieries and the “open studios” limit the
hours in which the gallery/studio is open in order to allow
the artists more time to do their own work. This, however,
may discourage people from visiting these galleries if hours
are not the regular ones.'® One should add that the art
market in San Francisco and the Bay Area is small and
collectors accustomed to buying through the established
galleries, a fact which puts the artist-managed galieries at
great disadvantage.

Though the established art world constitutes an
important audience, the artists’ attitudes toward it seem at
times dysfunctional to their proclaimed interest in reaching
audiences. The galleries in Santa Cruz have less direct
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contact or experience with the established art world than
those in San Francisco, and express less interest in such
relations. Their ““art world’’ contacts are confined for the
most part to other artist-managed galleries. Individual
artists, on the other hand, do try to gain access to
established commercial galleries with limited success.
Some display a naiveté concerning promotion and publicity
possibilities or the implementation of public relations
functions. The small amount of media coverage for their
shows and the lack of interest by established galleries are
due mainly to small scale, low key advertisement. An
emphasis on the workshop rather than the gallery may also
be a factor.

The San Francisco galleries are more sophisticated,
active and knowledgeable in such matters. They are much
more aware of and inevitably effected by the surrounding
established art world. Though their shows are advertised,
only a few actively solicit visits by gallery dealers. Others,
especially the “‘alternative’ galleries, do not think
commercial gallery dealers are really interested in their art.
However, they all have national and international contacts
through the art media, exchange of work samples, shows
and correspondence, and have generated great interest in
San Francisco including substantial, though not systematic,
media coverage.

Though the compromises, pressures and competition
which are usually associated with the established art world
have been rejected by many of the artists, the need to be
recognized by that world, to pave the way to commercial
success and acceptance of their art, is acknowledged by all
of them. Such an attitude seems to be self-defeating. A
possible resolution based on interviews with dealers and art
critics in San Francisco lies in upgrading the quality of the
art being shown in these galleries (see also Patton, 1977).
The avant garde nature of the art does not in itself keep
dealers and art critics from visiting these galleries or
reviewing their shows, although art galleries in San
Francisco do tend to be more conservative than galleries in
New York.
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F. Perception and Actualities of Success

How successful do the galleries think they are? The most
frequent answer was “‘it exists” or “it operates.” In the face
of enormous and constant financial difficulties survival
comes to mean a great deal. There is a general sense of
satisfaction with the way things are working out, mainly
with the existence of exposure opportunities and the
working together, rather than any clear vision of success.
The plentiful exposure does not, however, seem to generate
more opportunities for exposure elsewhere. Very few artists
are invited to show their works in commercial galleries as a
result of their shows in their own galleries. Connections
with commercial galleries continue to result primarily from
their own efforts as individuals to solicit exposure. Invari-
ably, contact with the public, the fact that people do come to
see their shows, constitutes another important source of
satisfaction, in spite of low sales volume.

The collective outiets see themselves as sources of moral
(and to some extent instrumental) support for their
members. Such endeavors bring them c¢loser to other artists
and serve as a fertile ground for information exchange,
reinforcement and new ideas for the future. These and a
sense of freedom and control over one’s artistic life are cited
as the main advantages of having their own gallery.

Commercial success is almost invariably nonexistent.
Though prices are low, the market is small and conserva-
tive, hence these galleries sell very little. A non-profit status
is seen as the solution, since it makes them eligible for state
and federal grants, tax exemptions and contributions, which
may generate more money than they might make from their
sales. Few have actually received grants, but any consistent
financial success will have to come from exposure in
commerical galleries, for which opportunities are limited.
Little exposure elsewhere, infrequent media coverage and
only few visits from critics and gallery dealers do not provide
sufficient recognition for these galleries. Reviews of their
shows are not totally negative, but most are unenthusiastic.
When asked about it, some respondents voice disappoint-
ment, while others brush it off as “not important.” Yet the
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ambivalent feelings toward the commercial art world
remain. For those who joined these galleries to obtain
exposure, professing disinterest in the established art
world, this does not constitute a problem. For those who
want to have exposure and commercial success without
encountering the difficulties posed by the commercial
gallery the lack of support from the art world does present a
problem.

Lack of experience, knowledge, and, at times, reluctance
to be salespeople contribute to the iack of commercial
success and other financial difficulties. Many voice their
disenchantment with the business side of the gallery and
express the hope of having a paid business manager.

Though their survival is uncertain due to meager funds,
future plans include no major changes in the direction these
galleries have taken. Requests for grants, getting new
people, tightening up the organization, and greater publicity
dominated their plans for the future. The fears of losing
their best artists to established commercial galleries,
dwindling enthusiasm for collective participation, the
difficulty of producing new works when members are busy
making a living at other occupations loom large. New
members can bring new art works, high motivation to
participate, commitment and help with the workload. Yet
membership is often limited for space reasons. Where only
a few members carry the workload, survival of the outlet
will depend directly upon the length of the membership of
these few.

Though contact with audiences has been met with ambiv-
alence, no changes are planned in this direction nor are
there plans to establish systematic artistic critique, though
both were among the reasons given for the establishment of
artist-run galleries. Inexperience with the business side of
running a gallery results in inefficiency. Nevertheless, no
sense of failure is expressed. Exposure, not necessarily the
quality of the work, remains the primary source of satisfac-
tion and ultimate purpose. It is possible that if the financial
difficulties are resolved and the galleries operate on a more
routine basis, these artists will refocus efforts on reaching
their other goals. The satisfaction these galleries derive
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from their activities and independence are crucial to their
survival. It is this that keeps their motivation and commit-
ment high enough to continue working toward their goals
despite their difficulties.

CONCLUSIONS—THE VIABILITY OF INDEPENDENT
MEANS OF EXPOSURE AS AN ALTERNATIVE

Artist-run galleries were created to achieve wider
exposure for artists who found commercial galleries
inaccessible to them, either because of the quality of their
work, the media and style in which they work, or because of
their bad experiences with these galleries. The latter are
perceived as limiting the artist’s contact with his or her
audiences, stifling creativity and innovativeness, being non-
supportive of the artist and motivated by profit at the
expense of the artist's own income. A greater and more
direct access to the public, opportunities to show and
produce a greater variety of artistic media and artistic
novelties, greater contact and exchange among artists, and
larger share in the profits from the sale of their work are
other purposes for which these galleries were created.

Greater exposure opportunities, access to the public and
a mutually supportive environment for artists to interact
with each other have been achieved. All still suffer from
financial difficulties, their volume of sales is small, and they
provide fewer opportunities for further exposure elsewhere.
Aside from exchange of information, sharing experiences
and commitment, viable exchange of an artistic nature has
not been achieved. It appears, then, that these galleries do
not fully provide the advantages, recognition and material
success, to be gained from the commercial gallery. How
viable, then, is the artist-run gallery as an alternative to the
commercial gallery?

Low media coverage, apathy from the established
commercial art world, poor salesmanship, lack of funds and
low interest by the artists in playing the commercial game,
all work against such viability. The future may bring greater
interest in the work being shown at the artist-run galleries
(such interest has already been detected in New York, see
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Patton, 1977, and Steinback, 1977). The artist’s willingness
to contribute the necessary efforts to achieve wider
exposure and commercial success are very important for
the attainment of recognition by the art world. Their survival
depends heavily on the quality of the work they show. Many
do not view their gallery as a replacement to the commer-
cial gallery but rather as an additional form of exposure that
coexists with the commercial gallery. Such exposure,
however, may not provide opportunities for a traditional
artistic career because they are, as one representative from
an old established co-op gallery put it, “'doomed to fail
because it cannot generate enough sales and is disregarded
by those who control the art world.”

The younger places however,'* and especially those with
workshops on which the membership thrives, see the
collective gallery as a viable means toward new directions
in art and artistic production. This is so because it “'serves
professional needs which the commercial gallery does not.”
Such needs include the need to be around other artists and
audiences, to organize legal rights for artists, group health
and life insurance policies, to establish a critical mass of
political activism in order to forward the special interests
unigue to artists. Only a sizeable collective setup which is
both visible and active can work to fulfill such needs. This
may be the rudiment of the institutionalization of artists as a
professional interest group assuming professional auton-
omy and control.

Thus, the artists in the collective outlets are not only
entrepreneurs of a new form of exposure and the relocation
of the authority to evaluate art but also entrepreneurs of a
new collective mode of production which allows artists the
sole control over their lives as artists, their careers,
commitments, involvement and participation in shaping the
present and future of the artistic profession.

If one is to use Seeman’'s (1959) classification of indi-
cators of alienation, one would probably see the artist’s
plight more in terms of powerlessness vis a vis the estab-
lished art world and isolation from other artists and
audiences than normlessness or meaninglessness. They
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blame the art world for their plight and attack the legitimacy
of non-artists to evaluate art works (not the judgments
themselves). Though the artists seem more open to new
ideas and to support each other’s work, it is not clear yet
whether this will lead to new trends of artistic taste or even
fashions, given the ambiguity of standards of evaluation in
art which exists among artists as well. Such openness will
be retained as long as artists are not forced to consider the
saleability of the works they evaluate, as long as they
receive grants, and in case their art begins to sell well.

Unresolved ambivalence toward audiences and competi-
tive feelings among the artists still exist, yet these seemed
1o be of a lesser importance to the artists then the ability to
pursue their work without the constraints of the commercial
art world. Reluctant to change their style or medium, they
found the resolution in creating their own system of
galleries, whereby more sympathetic arrangements allow
and reinforce self-actualization. An increased sense of
control over their artistic lives, a high sense of involvement
and contact with artists and audience are the major results
of these arrangements. In time, acquiring more experience
and expertise, they may succeed financially, but time may
also work against them as disappointments, dwindling
resources and other pressures weaken their enthusiasm.
Also, artistic. recognition may channel them back to the
commercial galleries, turning their “independent” exper-
ience into a useful (as well as youthful) stage in their career,
but one which is not the ultimate goal. Except for those
galleries which express great commitment to a collective
form as a style of life, all signs indicate that this means of
exposure is simply a stage in artists’ careers. As an institu-
tional pattern it is liable to stay, operating jointly with the
existing commercial system.

NOTES

In the United States, the school Robert Henri established in New York
in 1909 and the independent show he organized in 1910 (Rose, 1267),
the Art Students’ League of New York (Ashton, 1972) and the students’
and faculty gallery at the San Francisco Art Institute (Plagens, 1974,
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Muliford, n.d.) provide examples of artists’ concerns and actions to
achieve exposure space for their work. Another example is the Women's
Building in Los Angeles {Chicago, 1973).

2The members of these galleries prefer the usage of the word "“"new”
rather than “alternative” but this is the concept by which they are
referred to in San Francisco and the literature.

3In the last two years “‘open studios” took place twice a year, two
consecutive weekends each. Next year only one two-weekend event is
planned.

4Although such processes are more intensive in the collective galieries
than in those run individually, it is in the latter that individuals indicated
that they meet other artists and talk to them about such matters quite
frequently.

5There are very few individually managed galleries in photography and
non-traditional printmaking.

6To the question whether these galleries represent new trends in art,
the answer given by critics and dealers was negative.

7In Mertonian terms.

8The gallery dealers | interviewed have provided me with a somewhat
different picture of their relationships with their artists. Mainly, they
perceived the artists as approaching commercial galleries from an
adversary position even prior to having any actual experience with gallery
dealers.

Sinformants emphasized the words “talented”” or “good,” indicating
that the perception of taient depended on their own taste.

0This particular gallery keeps track of how much each member sells
and allows more exhibition space for those at the top of the ladder. Couid
this be interpreted as the creation of a “pecking order,”” a practice which
by itself promotes competition, or is it a realistic approach to their need to
survive? ‘

"Most of the outlets studied do not formally aim at selling art, but, as
was indicated before, the works shown are for sale.

"2As was suggested before, most of these galleries are too young to
warrant any definite conclusions in regards to their members’ adherence
to aiternative forms of art exposure and marketing even after they gained
reputation in the established art world.

SWorse than that, some of the art critics and dealers commented that
in some cases the gallery was closed when it was supposed to be open,
according to the ads.

"“Three of those studied have closed since this research began.
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