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THE MARKET IN THE STATE AND THE STATE IN THE MARKET1 
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In this article I will discuss a market – the Swedish art market 1920 - 1960. This market 
cannot be understood or explained with traditional economic theory. The utility maximizing 
rational consumer in the neo-classical theory, the consumer who is indifferent towards the 
choice of basket of goods of all other individuals, does not appear in this market. Neither can 
the neo-classical theory explain why some groups for example took a fancy to “A Hillside of 
Blue Anemones” (“En blåsippsbacke”) by Lindorm Liljefors (sold for 200 Swedish kronor at 
the Fritzes commercial gallery in 1935), while other groups preferred “A Corpse Found” 
(“Likfynd”) by Albin Amelin (sold for 200 Swedish kronor at the Färg och Form gallery in 
1935). Pierre Bourdieu’s sociological theory about fields populated by agents with different 
assets of capital – agents affected by the game and influenced by other players – has however 
offered a fruitful frame of analysis in this study on consumers and distributors within an 
aesthetically and politically mined market.  

My main source of inspiration has been Bourdieu’s studies of the relations between cultural 
consumers within “fields of consumption” (1979/1994), the relations between cultural 
producers within “fields of cultural production” (1992/1996) and the attempt of different 
groups to take get some control through the state, a “meta-field” (1989/1998). Since the fields 
are assumed to be embedded in each other, the theory does not only serve as a tool to analyse 
relations within different fields, but also indicates something about relations between different 
fields. One central idea of the theory is the structural homology between the space of 
producers (the internal division of the art field in dominant and dominated positions) and the 
space of consumers (the internal division of the dominant class in dominant and dominated 
positions). The young galleries in the field of cultural production are for example expected to 
recruit their clients from the dominated class, while the aged art dealers are expected to recruit 
their clients from the dominant class. Was this the case in Stockholm? The theory also states 
something about the relation between market and state. The holders of different kinds of 
capital in the field of power are expected to struggle for positions within the state – for the 
power to rule through legal or economic interventions in the different fields. Did the agents of 
the art market seize power in parts of the Swedish state? 

Below I will first describe the relations between different galleries in Stockholm 1920-1960 
(“a field of cultural production”); next I will illustrate the relations between the consumers of 
the mentioned galleries (“a field of consumption”). Finally I will describe how a few galleries 
managed to come into possession of parts of the Swedish State (“a meta-field”). By taking 
possession of two public boards – The State Art Council (1937) and the Business Council for 

                                                 
1 The arguments in this paper are elaborated at greater length in Gustavsson (2002). 
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Art and Antiques (1949) – they gained control over the purchasing politics (the art that would 
be purchased to decorate Swedish public buildings) as well as over the import politics (the art 
that would be imported to Sweden during the period of import restrictions in 1939-1953).  

 

Space Within the Market 
The relations between positions occupied by different social groups constitute the space of 
social positions. The dominant class populates the top floor (“the field of power”), which is 
divided into two main fractions: a “dominant” economic fraction and a “dominated” cultural 
fraction. It is above all from this floor of the social space that the exclusive galleries in 
Stockholm recruited their clients. In my material with 1,431 art consumers (152 institutions 
and 1,279 individuals) for example only nine persons (about 0,5%) originated from the 
dominated class (the working class populating the ground floor of the social space). I will 
return to the consumption field after a survey of the production field. Within the superior field 
of power, one finds the economic field, the higher civil service, as well as the fields of 
cultural production (among others the fields of literature, art and the university).  

The fields of cultural production are characterised by two types of hierarchies. The main – 
horizontal – opposition stands between a commercial (heteronomous) and a non-commercial 
(autonomous) pole. It is a division between two economies: the sub field of large-scale 
production and the sub field of small-scale production. While the field of large-scale 
production approaches the expectations of a wide audience, the field of small-scale production 
is above all aiming at a market limited to other producers (colleagues, competitors and others 
with special competence and dispositions). The secondary – vertical – opposition is above all 
manifested within the sub field of small-scale production, between the (young) avant-garde 
and the (aged) acknowledged (consecrated) avant-garde (Bourdieu 1992/1996: 121). 

The Field of Cultural Production – Relations Between Different Dealers 
The art field consists of systems of relations between positions occupied by, among others, 
artists, critics, galleries and art dealers. Instead of constructing a (social) field on the basis of 
information about the holding of capital of different artists and critics, I will here concentrate 
on different characteristics of the distributors: Did they make a profit at all? How many years 
did they live on the market before money started to flow in? Did they exhibit young or old 
artists? What was the price of the works? etc (Broady 1990: 271). Figure 1 gives an overview 
of what the field of art trading institutions, the field of the galleries, looked like in 1935. 
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Figure 1: The Field of Cultural Production and the Economic Field in the Field of Power 1935 
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Note: (A) = autonomous/intellectual pole, (H) = heteronomous/commercial pole. 
Sources: Bourdieu (1992/1996: 124); Gustavsson (2002: 39, 77). 
In the middle of the 1930s there were 136 arts- and antiquities dealers in Stockholm. The 
majority of these dealers, for example Konst & Ramar (see figure 1), did not have an 
acknowledged name. They were located in the lower regions (“young” on the market) and far 
out to the right (near the commercial pole) in the sub field of large-scale production. In this 
area the trade in cultural goods tends to be regarded as any other trade. The artists and the 
enterprises near this pole are content to adjust themselves to the pre-existing demand of a 
(mass) clientele. These enterprises belong to the field on condition that they avoid “the 
crudest forms of mercantilism and by abstaining from fully revealing their self-interested 
goals” (Bourdieu 1992/1996: 142). Several enterprises failed to achieve this. The non-
professional cultural producers and distributors are by Bourdieu placed outside the field of 
cultural production, within the “usual” economy (see Skattgömman in the figure). I will return 
to these enterprises that did not gain access to the field below.  

The group of acknowledged art dealers and galleries, which constituted a minority of the 136 
agents on the Stockholm art market, could be divided into two groups. On the one hand, there 
existed about ten well-reputed dealers offering traditional art on the market. The Fritzes and 
Bukowskis, two consecrated royal art dealers, ruled this group (see figure 1). No art dealer in 
Stockholm could compete with Fritze’s seniority. In 1935 they had been active in the business 
for 98 years. They sold above all works of artists who had a break-through in the late 1800s, 
with e.g. the Swedish “national painters”, such as Carl Larsson (1853-1919), Anders Zorn 
(1860-1920) and Bruno Liljefors (1860-1939). In the middle of the 1930s these painters had 
already been acknowledged for a long time. The Bukowskis (with 65 years in the business) 
also sold works by Anders Zorn, even though foreign dead master-painters dominated their 
supply of art works. These acknowledged art dealers with consecrated goods were partly 
present in the upper regions (“old” on the market) of the sub field of small-scale production 
and partly in the upper regions of the sub field of large-scale production (where “bourgeois” 
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art is offered, unlike in the lower regions of the same sub field where “commercial” art is 
offered to a larger public). Over the years they had moved closer to the commercial pole (to 
the right in the figure). In the year of 1935 they had a short production cycle: they aimed to 
minimize the risks by advanced adjustment to predictable demand, not least to a demand, as 
will be shown, from the economic elite. The Fritzes sold for example “mass fabricated” 
pictures by Liljefors (in the autumn of his life he painted foxes, hares and black grouses in a 
steady stream). The Bukowskis sold mass fabricated etchings by Zorn. 

On the other hand, there existed about ten galleries selling modern art. Svensk-Franska 
konstgalleriet and The Färg och Form gallery (located in the sub field of small-scale 
production – see figure 1) belonged to the front row of this group. Unlike the dealers 
presented above, who preferred safe investment on a short-term basis, these young galleries 
had a long production cycle (above all the Färg och Form which only had been in the 
business for 3 years). Their market in the present was restricted. Both galleries did also 
account for a net loss close to 10,000 Swedish kronor in their income tax return in 1935. Over 
time, however, they could transform an accumulated symbolic capital into money, and their 
future was to be prosperous. A large part of Svensk-Franska’s supply consisted of the French 
modernists, for instance works of Legér (1881-1955), Braque (1882-1963) and Picasso (1881-
1973). These paintings became a commercial success towards the end of my research period 
(from the second half of the 1950’s). The Färg och Form was also on an upward trend, even 
though it was not as steep as Svensk-Franska’s. Their supply was composed of the Swedish 
artists who had a break-through during the interwar period, e.g. Bror Hjorth (1894-1968), 
Sven Xet Erixson (1899-1970) and Albin Amelin (1902-1975). It is clear that these “young” 
artists, and the gallery they started by themselves in 1932, followed another economic logic 
than the one pursued by The Fritzes and The Bukowskis in the middle of the 1930s. They were 
not subject to the demand from a bourgeois audience with great spending power (it would be 
a long time before these groups started to invest in these painters); rather, as will be shown, 
they produced and distributed works to other producers in the intellectual sub field. In other 
words, they were located closest to the intellectual pole in the sub field of small-scale 
production (far away to the left in the figure where independence in relation to the market and 
its demands is big). They also occupied symboliclly dominated positions (at the bottom of the 
figure). Svensk-Franska and their more consecrated French painters had reached a higher 
position in the symbolic hierarchy than The Färg och Form and their younger Swedish 
painters. The most consecrated “aged” Swedish national painters, who were sold by The 
Fritzes, hold symbolic dominant positions at the top of the hierarchy (see figure 1). 

The Swedish art market strikes a discordant note to the neo-classical idea of (an “invisible 
hand” on) a free market. Power relations and hierarchy was built-in the construction of the 
market itself. Some short examples can illustrate the secondary – vertical – opposition within 
the sub field of small-scale production between the avant-garde (the young heretics) and the 
consecrated avant-garde (the orthodoxy). The newcomers, Svensk-Franska during the 1920s 
and The Färg och Form during 1930s, challenged the orthodox producers as well as the 
orthodox consumers. The head of The Bukowskis did for example attack Svensk-Franska 
because they were soiling the market with “horrible” modernistic goods. The old critics stated 
that parts of The Färg och Form’s supply were “tasteless and unpleasantly”. Both galleries 
suffered from physical attacks by consumers with traditional taste in arts. A well-groomed 
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gentleman with top hat smashed works of arts at Svensk-Franska. A Nazi-influenced 
businessman reported modernist works of art at The Färg och Form in 1935 to the police, 
who confiscated the works.2 The young heretics’ attacks on the orthodoxy are none the less 
striking. They tried continually to banish into the past those consecrated producers, against 
whom they measured themselves, “and, consequently, their products and the taste of those 
who remain attached to them” (Bourdieu 1992/1996: 157). Their attacks were often centred 
on the fact that agents in dominant positions had surrendered themselves to the demand; that 
the old trading houses had started with large-scale profit production and distribution. The 
head of Svensk-Franska, Gösta Olson, accused for instance the ageing dealer The Fritzes for 
not selling “real” pure art, but “commercial gifts”. The artists of the Färg och Form gallery 
went together in a group to the National Museum during the 1930s just to be able to despise 
the art of Anders Zorn up front (whose art was sold by the Fritze’s and the Bukowski’s art 
dealers at a high price). The Färg och Form not only accused The Fritzes and The Bukowskis 
but also Svensk-Franska, who had advanced some steps further in the hierarchies, for 
commercial deviations. They described the head of the gallery as a “capitalist businessman” 
who writes “starvation contracts” with poor artists. 

The main – horizontal – opposition still stands between the agents in the intellectual sub field 
and the agents in the commercial sub field. These internal struggles inevitably take the form 
of conflicts over definition. Each side is trying to impose the boundaries of the field 
according to their own interests or, which amounts to the same thing argues Bourdieu, the 
definition of conditions of true membership of the field. The defenders of the most “pure”, the 
most rigorous and the narrowest definition of belonging state that a certain number of artists, 
dealers etc. (nearest the commercial pole) are not really artists, nor are they true artists. One 
aim of the struggle is also to delimit the population of those who possess the right to 
participate in the struggle over the definition of the artists, i.e. to defend the boundaries of the 
entire field against threats coming from outside (Bourdieu 1992/1996: 223-227; cf. Moulin 
1967/1987: 139, 145, 163). Below I will show how the well-reputed art dealers (The Fritzes, 
Bukowskis, Svensk-Franska and The Färg och Form) managed to unite, in spite of a number 
of internal conflicts, and make a vigorous effort in order to prohibit and exclude the “inferior” 
cultural producers. These “inferior” agents were denied existence as artists and distributors 
worthy of the name to all sorts of producers, even though they could have lived like real 
artists and distributors according to a larger and looser definition of the profession. In the eyes 
of the renowned dealers, the “inferior” dealers, e.g. Skattgömman, did not sell “art” but 
commercial “industrial products” which sailed under false colours. That kind of dealer had 
nothing to do in the art field; they belonged to the “usual” capitalistic economy. 

 

The Field of Consumption – Relations Between Different Consumers 
This market is, argues Bourdieu, an economic world inverted: the artist and the dealer cannot 
triumph on the symbolic terrain except by losing on the economic terrain (at least in the short 
run). The symbolic profits are high, and the economic low, near the autonomous pole in the 

 
2 Cf. Schumpeter’s (1942/1975: 132) discussion about problems the entrepreneurs could meet when they 
introduce novelties on the market: ”the environment resists in many ways […] from simple refusal either to 
finance or to buy a new thing, to physical attack on the man who tries to produce it”. 
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field. The opposite manifests itself near the heteronomous pole, where the symbolic profits 
are low and the economic high. Temporal success is rejected near the autonomous pole “as 
evidence of a mercenary interest in economic and political profits”, but recognized and 
accepted by producers near the heteronomous pole. Heteronomy occurs in effect through 
demand. Hence the size and the social composition of the audience constitute a clear indicator 
of which position a producer occupies in the field: independent or subordinate with respect to 
the demands of the (bourgeoisie or “general”) public? It is a fundamental difference between 
works made for the public and works that must make their own public (Bourdieu 1992/1996: 
83, 115, 218).  

Was it above all the participants within the sub field of small-scale production (other artists, 
critics and intellectuals from the same generation) that acknowledged and bought the (young) 
avant-garde art that was offered in the same part of the economy? And, on the contrary, was it 
above all a bourgeois audience that acknowledged, aesthetically and financially, the most 
acceptable works by the (old) consecrated avant-garde and the “commercial” artists? 
(Bourdieu 1993/1995: 50-59). It appears from figure 2 that this actually was the case in 
Stockholm in 1935. 

 

Figure 2: Class Fractions and Preferences for Traditional and Modern Art 1935 
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Source: Gustavsson (2002: 96). 
 

I have compared the groups buying ”modern” and ”traditional” art in Stockholm at three 
points in time when new art movements were introduced by new galleries on the market: 1935 
(socially involved expressionism), 1947 (concretism), and 1955 (informal art). The consumers 
of these different art objects are compared to those who invested in the late nineteenth century 
art (plein air painting, impressionism and national romantic art) at the same points in time. 



1 9 

 

 

The registers of sold art items, census-registration statements and assessment books are the 
main sources for this study. In the year of 1935, for example, the people buying art at The 
Fritzes (which sold works of the late nineteenth century avant-garde) are compared with those 
buying art at The Färg och Form (which sold works of the interwar period avant-garde). 
During this year, the first-mentioned art dealer had 241 customers and the last-mentioned 
gallery 251. 

The Fritzes and The Färg och Form were neighbours in the city centre of Stockholm, but 
active in two socially separated economies. The majority of the consumers at The Fritzes (an 
art dealer who belonged to the upper left corner as can be seen in Figure 1) belonged to the 
economic fraction of the dominant class (26 percent, see figure 2). The closer to the “cultural 
zones” of the dominant class one moves, the fewer traditional art consumers (only 8 percent 
of the customers at The Fritzes came from the cultural fraction of the elite). At The Färg och 
Form we find a reversed order. In this gallery, (which was embedded in the “south-west” part 
of the economy according to figure 1), the majority of the consumers came from the cultural 
fraction of the dominant class (30 percent, see figure 2). In the “economic zone” of the 
dominant class the modern art consumers are few (only 12 percent of the customers at The 
Färg och Form came from the economic fraction of the elite).  

Although the consumers at The Fritzes were richer, a large part (40 percent) of the art 
consumers at both galleries had the same annual income. The prices were generally higher at 
The Fritzes but a big part (30 percent) of the pictures in both galleries was sold at the same 
price. Thus, it was not only the size of their wallets (the overall volume of capital) that 
decided where they wanted to buy their art. Also the structure of capital deserves attention: 
the consumers at The Fritzes had enough economic capital to buy a optional picture at The 
Färg och Form, but they had not enough cultural capital to feel at home in this gallery and 
appreciate the art it represents. A symbolic wall piled up in front of the doors to the gallery. 
The art works by the socially involved artists at The Färg och Form were both aesthetically 
and (left-wing) politically laden. In Nazi Germany, for instance, this kind of art was 
prohibited (”Entartete Kunst”). The conflict of the time between capitalism and socialism was 
translated into a question of the language of form in the art field: motives of nature in a 
realistic form (sold by the Fritze’s commercial gallery) stood against social motives and 
disharmonic form (sold by the Färg och Form gallery).  

The cultural conservatives’ attacks on The Färg och Form and their artists were hard. Among 
other things a Nazi-influenced businessman (from the economic fraction of the elite) reported 
some works at The Färg och Form to the police. As noted above the police confiscated the 
works. The Nazi-paper A Free Sweden argued that the Swedish police had still not gone far 
enough, and that it should have followed the German example and put the artists and his 
defenders in a concentration camp. Even the culturally conservatives outside the Nazi circle 
associated The Färg och Form and their audience with “the spiritual upper class”. They were 
“Bolshevik aesthetic snobs”, in their eyes. When the individuals from different fractions are 
scrutinised, it becomes clear that all groupings from the Swedish social modernist movement 
really were represented among the customers of the Färg och Form gallery in 1935; 
especially the socially engaged artists themselves, but also the young writers and the 
academically educated art critics (included in the white bar over the cultural fraction in figure 
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2). We also find famous functionalist architects, young engineers and physicians (included in 
the white bar over professions) in the audience that year. These groups were busy planning, 
building and decorating the new society for the new social individual. One path in the 
formation of these radical groups was to consume and use the markers of the new society. The 
goods of the Färg och Form gallery worked as markers of the new democratic society. In the 
eyes of these consumers, a converse choice of the art of the old society, sold at the Fritze’s 
commercial gallery, worked as a dissociation from their modern project. Their cultural capital 
was thus also, besides a general familiarity with Culture and in some case degrees from higher 
education, a kind of “social movement capital”. In the eyes of the conservatives, who lacked 
these kinds of capital, the choice of the radical groups worked as means for disassociation 
from their values.  

The polarisation between the two main fractions of the dominant class was less at the time for 
my last cross-section, in year 1955. During the 1930s open conflicts between the classes and 
class fractions seeped through into areas of art production and art consumption. The 
consumers’ choice of aesthetic objects was made on insecure grounds, since these choices 
were seen as taking a political stance, for or against the new society. Until World War II 
modern art carried the critic of the system from the left. However, the 1950s were different. 
The Swedish concretists (“the men of 1947”) provoked their time for a short while at the end 
of the 1940s. In the middle of the 1950s, however, this line of art had broken into the 
commercial market of commodities as popular decorations. At this point in time, modern art 
carried the marks of a preservation of the market system from a liberal point of view. From 
the end of the 1940s, the government of the United States looked upon abstract expressionism 
“as a propaganda weapon” in the Cold War against the Soviet Union (cf. Whiting 1989: 201). 
In Sweden during the 1950s, the state and the unions as well as corporations bought art by 
concretists. This art form was abstract and free of conflict, making it a favourable arena to 
meet for the main agents in the Swedish model of consensus. Both the art itself and the 
situation in society, were less laden with conflicts in the 1950s than in the 1930s, hence the 
situation was less polarised.  

A homology between the space of producers and the space of consumers could yet be 
identified also in my last cross-section. In 1955 the cultural fraction above all shopped at the 
youngest gallery (the Galerie Blanche, established in 1947, which among other things sold 
informal art closer to the autonomous pole in the field). The economic fraction shopped, as in 
1935, above all at Fritze’s commercial gallery (rooted closer to the heteronomous pole in the 
field). The professional groups (with their position in the midst of the field of power) were 
now a major consumption group at the ageing The Färg och Form gallery (by that time rooted 
between the two poles on the production field). In the middle of the 1950s, the Färg och Form 
gallery could not offer the latest trends in art. Besides that, the art works by their leading 
artists had spread to a wider audience (groups outside the cultural elite). According to 
Bourdieu (1979/1994: 249; 1992/1996: 255), it can be expected that groups who primarily 
position themselves through the acquisition of symbolic assets leave objects and places of 
purchase when they have lost their functions as markers by other groups getting access to 
them. This was also the case in Stockholm: the cultural fraction of the elite hade reduced their 
shares of The Färg och Form’s customers from 30 percent in 1935 to 9 percent in 1955. They 
had at that time fled to the Galerie Blanche.  
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But in the 1930s, to go back to that decade, the goods of the Färg och Form gallery worked 
well as objects for distinctions for the young social modernist movement. In Germany, a 
broad coalition of anti-modernist culture conservatives and National Socialists won the battle 
against this movement. They managed to chase the modernists out of the city Weimar, and 
then out of the country. The modernist groups did however manage to get all the way into the 
Swedish state. 

 

Spaces Within the State 
The state is, according to Bourdieu (1994/1998: 41), the culmination of a process of 
concentration of different species of capital: instruments of coercion, economic capital, 
cultural capital and symbolic capital. It is this concentration that constitutes the state as the 
holder of a sort of meta-capital granting power over the different fields and over the different 
particular species of capital. The fractions of the dominant class struggle in particular over 
this meta-capital, that is, for power over the state. 

When the state is dissected an “ensemble” of administrative or bureaucratic fields emerge, 
fields that often take the empirical form of bureaus, commissions, boards and councils. Within 
these worlds agents struggle – with original place of residence in, for example, the economic 
field or the art field – for the power to regulate the functioning of different fields. Whether 
through financial intervention, such as public support of investment in the economic field or 
support for one kind of art in the cultural field, or through juridical intervention, such as 
different regulations concerning organizations or the behaviour of individual agents. 
(Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992/1996: 111ff; Bourdieu 1989/1998: 388; Bourdieu 1994/1998: 
33). The higher civil service is to be found, as stated above, between the fields of cultural 
production and the economic field within the superior field of power. The whole ensemble of 
different bureaucratic fields, the state as a “meta-field”, can be thought of as an (not drawn) 
ellipse within the field of power in figure 1, covering parts of the fields of cultural production 
in the “west” as well as parts of the economic field in the “east”.  

What went on inside the Swedish State? The art dealers and the galleries that have been 
discussed in this paper did not only occupy leading positions in the market; they also held 
prominent positions in the state apparatus. The head of the Färg och Form, Fritz H Eriksson, 
and the artists making up the gallery’s core group, became chairs in The State Art Council 
(1937), and by that they gained control over the purchasing politics. The Fritzes and The 
Bukowskis art dealers (representatives of traditional art) and the Svensk-Franska gallery and 
Galerie Blanche (representatives of modern art) got hold of the chairs in the Business Council 
for Art and Antiques (1949), and by that they could exert an influence on the import politics 
that this body governed. Between my cross-sections 1935 and 1955, the state had intervened 
in the market, but the market – here equivalent to centrally positioned agents from different 
areas in the art field – had also entered the state. That the modernists from the inter-war years 
finally filled important seats of these councils had been far from a self-evident development. 
The outcome of the conflict between old and new was uncertain in the early 1930s. The 
modernists lost for instance the battle of the Government cultural policy on the field of 
theatre, in contrast to the battle of the cultural policy on the field of the visual arts. That these 
art councils, with representatives from different zones of the field, combated the “inferior” art 
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is however not a surprise. The cultural producers, and also the cultural consumers from the 
elite, who often disagreed, completely agreed on one question: that the boundaries of the 
entire field (the “east” border of the field of cultural production in figure 1) had to be 
defended against foreign elements. An invasion of commercial art from the “usual” economy, 
which was doubly devalued as mercantile and “popular”, had to be stopped at all costs (cf. 
Bourdieu 1992/1996: 220). 

 

Purchasing Politics and Import Politics 
The State intervened in several countries to help, among others, artists who suffered after the 
capitalist crisis during the inter-war years. The “Reichskulturkammer” was for example 
created in Germany in 1933 (Steinweis 1993). At the same time in the United States similar 
institutions emerged, providing public buildings with art. In Sweden, the State Art Council 
was created a couple of years later, in 1937.The Art Council had several purposes. The 
council’s politics were both a labour market measure (in order to create work opportunities 
for Swedish artists), and a taste-cultivating measure (to decrease the distance between the 
masses and the culture of the elite). The capitalist crisis of the 1930s made the artists 
themselves turn to the state. Many were unemployed and suffered. At the same time, the state 
had an interest in employing “the good artists”: the faith in art as a cultivator and as 
propaganda was common during the period. The Social Democratic government’s political 
ambition was to democratise the “educated” art. The elite culture would be everyone’s 
property through the benevolence of the state. The battle concerned what type of art that 
would be seen as educating and good; traditional or modern.  

The aim of the minister of education and the formal initiator of the council, Arthur Engberg, a 
radical socialist with conservative cultural preferences, was that the traditional bourgeois art 
should reach everybody. This dream was not accomplished since the artist making up the 
Färg och Form gallery’s core group managed to control this part of the State; they were 
represented in the councils committee of purchasing during my entire research period (1937-
1960). The council’s task was to decorate public buildings and spaces with art from living, 
Swedish and good artists. By that alone, the Fritzes commercial gallery was discriminated 
against as a potential business partner; selling “good” traditional art largely by dead painters. 
Nor did the state buy at the Svensk-Franska gallery. The gallery sold modern art, preferred by 
the council’s modernistic influenced members, but the art was French and not Swedish. When 
purchasing easel art on the open market, the council gave priority to above all one gallery, 
namely the Färg och Form gallery. Artists tied to this gallery were also engaged in several 
missions to decorate public buildings and public spaces with monumental art. The taste that 
the young social modernist movement expressed in the middle of the 1930s turned in this way 
into the taste of the State. It became the norm of the Swedish State (the Nazi state, in contrast, 
perceived modernistic art as “inferior” and decorated the German public space with nostalgic 
traditional art). The artists tied to the Färg och Form gallery did however not only influence 
the purchases of Swedish contemporary art, in an indirect way they also influenced the 
purchases of foreign art since the State Art Council worked as experts in matters concerning 
foreign trade. 
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The question of ”inferior foreign art” had been discussed in artists’ circles since the early 
years of the 20th century, but it was not until the creation of the State Art Council in the year 
of 1937 that the corps received permanent institutional means to solve the problem. One of 
the Art council’s first initiatives was to start a large preparatory research that involved all the 
customs stations in the country of Sweden. During six months in 1938, all imported art was 
registered, more than 21,000 objects. The ambition was to get a feeling for the share of 
“inferior” art in relation to the veritable flood of new art objects that ran over the Swedish 
border. This share was big, according to the council. The ideological project of the Art 
Council, to sanitise the art market from foreign “inferior” art, threatening to drive art 
produced by Swedish artists out of the market, was given a hand, both by the war and later by 
the insecure monetary situation after the war. The import prohibition that was enforced in 
1939 was largely abolished in 1946, but already the next year, the Swedish government had to 
enforce a general import prohibition to protect the Swedish currency. The Swedish Art 
Council, and later also the Business Council for Art and Antiques (1949), worked as an 
institution under the Commission on Commerce, handling the applications for exceptions to 
these prohibitions. Works of art were among those commodities that required a special license 
for import. One may then ask who would be allowed to import what? 

 

Power of Definition 
The artists and the gallerists in the Art Council and the Business Council controlled “a very 
mysterious power” namely the “power of nomination”. By stating with authority what a 
being, a person (for example an art dealer) or a thing (for example an art work), is in 
accordance with its socially legitimate definition, that is, what they have a right to be, the state 
wields a “quasi-divine” power according to Bourdieu (1994/1998: 49, 52; 1989/1998: 376). 
Skattgömman and Konst & Ramar (see figure 1) were not allowed to import works of art to 
Sweden under the period 1939 - 1953. They did not, in the eyes of the councillors, deal in 
“art”, although they said so themselves, and were thus not given a license to import. 
Skattgömman’s application for import of 100 paintings from Denmark in 1948 was for 
example refused, because the Art Council stated that it did not contain “real” works of art. 
Konst & Ramar’s application for import of works of art from France in 1952 was refused, 
because the Business Council stated that the firm was not a reliable “real” art dealer “with a 
name”. 

This power of definition can be seen in the number of rejected and passed applications for 
import licences during 1939-1953. The further away from the autonomous zone in the field of 
art the applying art dealers were, the higher the number of rejected applications. On the one 
hand were Skattgömman, Konst & Ramar and 130 other “commercial” dealers, who were not 
allowed to import a single work of art. On the other hand was the “intellectual” Svensk-
Franska gallery, which also held a seat on the Business Council for Art and Antiques, and 
which alone obtained 40 per cent of the amount that had been set aside for licensing art 
import during the period 1941-1953 (another 122 companies also acquired licenses to import 
for various sums of money). 

Between 1941 and 1947, when the Art Council’s decision material was better, the arguments 
mostly concerned the quality of the actual piece of art. However, one seldom finds any 
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articulated or precise formulations. Mostly, the art expertise stated that the object “lacked 
quality” without really going into any details and this was done after an examination of the 
work itself, or of a photography of the work. In rare cases there were comments on the 
“unskilful construct” and the “banal” and/or “sentimental” motives. During the most rigorous 
control period during the war, the council stamped the back of legitimate art: “Approved by 
the State Art Council”. Between 1948 and 1952, when there were more cases and less 
decision material, the arguments concerned the producers and, above all, those who wanted to 
import. Artists and dealers with unknown names, i.e., unknown to the art and business 
councils, or name of those previously known as “inferior” dealers or artists, did not get their 
licences approved. During the whole prohibition period, the fluid arguments concerning 
import licenses were also supported by economic arguments (to household with small quotas 
of currency), and political and social arguments (to help artists in need and work against a 
shallowness of the art taste among the Swedish public). 

The state forms of classification of different categories of art works are never neutral. Those 
who came out as “authorized” experts from the struggle with other specialized agents were 
thereby given the means to pursue their interests. The specialized agents’ own specific 
interests, which are intertwined in the classifications, must be hidden and appear as an 
expression of the “universal”, otherwise the classifications lack legitimacy and by that the 
penetrating power. The bureaucratic field is, like the artistic field (“art for art’s sake”), a 
microcosm that is constituted on the basis of an inversion of the fundamental law of the 
economic field (“business is business”) and in which the law of economic interest is 
suspended. The fundamental law in the bureaucratic field is “the commonweal”, a universe in 
which social agents have no personal interest and sacrifice their own interests to the public. 
The bureaucrats are obliged to refer to the values of neutrality and disinterested loyalty to the 
public good (Bourdieu 1994/1998: 52-59, 84-88; Bourdieu 1989/1998: 379-389). 

Despite industrious attempts, the populace was never convinced that the art they liked was 
“inferior”. There were also a lot of protests against the mode of justification that the art 
experts had established. Both from the small business corporations (who considered the 
grounds for approving import licenses to be arbitrary and biased) and from annoyed working 
class consumers (who argued that the art expertise should not busy itself with what art they 
had in their homes). Those artists, galleries and art experts who successfully had co-opted 
parts of the state did not have equal success in portraying their exclusive art taste as being the 
“common good”. The prohibition also became more and more politically impossible, since the 
economic forces, which had supported it, eroded with the new international liberal market 
economy. In the middle of the 1950s new strategies to combat “inferior art” were unravelled: 
the prohibitions were replaced by information campaigns and pedagogic art exhibitions. A 
new order had been established. 

 

Conclusions – the Market in the State and the State in the Market 
The walls round the sub field of small-scale production rose higher when the leading agents in 
the art market stepped into the state, and when the state stepped into the market. The state 
supported dealers, and by that also consumers, closer to the autonomous pole in the field. This 
it did in relation to import (foreign modern art imported by the Svensk-Franska gallery) as 
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well as in relation to purchasing (Swedish modern art sold – and bought – by artists tied to the 
Färg och Form gallery). 

According to Bourdieu (1992/1996: 183), the theory about the fields of struggle, “obliges us 
to rethink the presuppositions of economic theory, especially in the light of what is learned 
from the analysis of fields of cultural production” (cf. Fligstein 2001: 16). A traditional 
economic theory, populated by utility maximizing rational actors who are indifferent towards 
other actors’ choices on the market, is in any case less suitable for an analysis of the Swedish 
art market 1920-1960. This place was at times in a state of war, there were severe conflicts 
between the dealers as well as between the consumers. “Free choices” were unusual as well. 
The agent’s choices were instead, as seen above, strongly connected to their positions in 
different fields. 

The force of Bourdieu’s theory is that it partly serves as a tool for analysing relations within 
different fields, and partly turns one’s attention to related courses of events in different fields, 
which are embedded in each other. In this article, I have tried to give an overview of the field 
of art production (the supply), the field of art consumption (the demand), without forgetting to 
examine what went on in the state, which partly set the boundries of the two first mentioned 
fields. The analyses of the hustle and bustle in these different places should deserves to be 
integrated in order to clarify to what extent the different fields were connected to each other. 
For instance, my study made it clear that one and the same individual or institution sometimes 
managed to acquire positions in more than one field. Gösta Olson (the Svensk-Franska 
gallery) played in the field of production (in the small-scale area), in the field of consumption 
(intellectual taste for the French modernists) and in the “meta-field” of the state, where he 
relatively successfully tried to reproduce his own specific interest in modern art as “the 
common well”. 
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