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Financial systems may shape visibility, but they
cannot entirely manufacture artistic
permanence.
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Nobody seriously involved in contemporary culture still believes the art
market operates purely according to aesthetic merit. That idea disappeared
a long time ago, somewhere between the globalization of capital, the rise of
the mega-gallery, and the transformation of contemporary art into a fully
integrated luxury asset class.

This is not necessarily a moral failure. It is largely a structural one.

As wealth became increasingly abstract, mobile, and financialized during
the late twentieth century, art evolved alongside it. Works moved beyond
the traditional categories of patronage and collecting into something more
complex: portable stores of value operating simultaneously as cultural
objects, speculative instruments, status architecture, and mechanisms of
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capital preservation. Auction houses became multinational theaters of
valuation. Galleries became vertically integrated brands. Visibility
acquired measurable economic weight. Entire careers began operating
through the logic of market signaling.

Again, none of this is especially controversial anymore. Most people inside
the contemporary art world understand the system perfectly well. They
understand how scarcity is engineered, how narratives are constructed,
how visibility compounds value, how institutions influence liquidity, how
collectors often buy consensus before they buy conviction. They
understand that contemporary art now exists inside a broader ecosystem
shaped by finance, branding, media acceleration, and global wealth
movement.

And yet, despite all of this, something inconvenient continues to persist.
People still know when a work feels real.

Not intellectually. Instinctively.

They know the difference between an object carrying genuine authorship
and one carrying only market calibration. They recognize when a work
possesses actual psychological, formal, or emotional density beyond
branding, trend positioning, or institutional choreography. Even people
with no technical language for art can usually feel the distinction almost
immediately.

That distinction matters more than the market sometimes wants to admit.

Because while financial systems can influence visibility, they cannot fully
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manufacture artistic necessity. Markets are extraordinarily effective at
amplifying attention. They are less effective at producing permanence.
Entire speculative movements eventually collapse under the weight of
their own artificiality. Certain works survive anyway.

This is where the contemporary collector enters a much more important
role than simple acquisition.

The most intelligent collectors today are not operating under the illusion
that markets disappeared or that speculation can somehow be removed
from culture entirely. They understand perfectly well that contemporary
art exists within systems of valuation, prestige signaling, and financial
engineering. What differentiates them is something else: discernment.

They are increasingly asking different questions.

Not simply:
“What is appreciating?”

But:

“What still carries weight after the narrative fades?”

“What survives outside the cycle?”

“What continues to matter when visibility moves elsewhere?”

“What reflects genuine authorship rather than strategic positioning?”

Those are not anti-market questions. They are healthier market questions.
Because the future cultural record will not ultimately be shaped by

speculation alone. Speculation produces acceleration. It rarely produces
continuity. Continuity emerges through the slower process of recognition,
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preservation, documentation, stewardship, and lived human attachment to
certain works over time.

This may explain why so many younger collectors, even those fully aware
of financial systems, increasingly find themselves drawn toward
provenance, historical continuity, emotional seriousness, and artists whose
work reflects an unusual degree of internal coherence. In an era
dominated by optimization, strategic branding, and disposable visibility,
coherence itself begins to feel almost radical.

Not perfection. Coherence.

The art market will continue functioning partially as a financial ecosystem
because contemporary society itself functions that way. There is no
realistic path backward toward some mythological pre-market purity. But
financialization did not eliminate the human capacity for discernment. It
simply made discernment more necessary.

And perhaps that is the real shift quietly taking place now.
Not the rejection of markets.

The return of judgment.

This essay examines contemporary art, financialization, authorship,
and the changing relationship between cultural value and market
systems. Published by the Erik Brunetti Foundation for the Arts
Journal.
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