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Foreword
by IETM

Regularly discussed, largely (ab)used, often misunderstood: the
term ‘audience development’ is undoubtedly a tricky one. It is
understood very differently by different people and in different
contexts; even within the same organisation, each staff member
has a slightly (or very) different perception of actual (and poten-
tial) audiences - and what to do with them. Finally, many artists and
professionals consider this term suspiciously, either as EU jargon
or as a synonym for return on investment (the infamous attitude
‘more bums on seats’) - which indeed is the attitude of policy-mak-
ers, sometimes.

Starting with its title, this publication invites you to explore the
complex and fascinating subject that is the audience, to ques-
tion and complicate your understanding of them, and to rethink
‘audience development’in terms of connection with fellow citizens,
genuine exchange and ‘togetherness’ Refusing to list one-size-fits-
all solutions to magically increase your audiences overnight, this
text presents a set of ‘tools’ exercises and suggestions to lead an
autonomous exploration of your own (potential) audiences and
to better connect with them, according to your own mission and
values.

Enjoy arefreshing read that will give you not only valuable practical
tools, but also new motivations to engage with your audiences.
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Audience as an assumption

It's atricky thing, ‘audience. What is it actually? People waiting in their seats for a show to begin?
Or the crowd that performers imagine while preparing to get on the stage? Is it me when | am
enjoying a performance or is it just other people around me? Are audiences those people that
reporters say were ‘thrilled’ last night? And what about those who wouldn’t agree? When the
play is over what happens to the people who were part of the audience a minute ago - are they
audiences no more? |s being an audience one’s own choice, or is it a tag that we hang on each
other? Is talking about audiences saying more about the audiences or about those who speak
of them?
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The moment one starts thinking about ‘the audience), it becomes
fairly easy to end up in trouble. It’s one little word that we expect
to do so much for us. We use it to explain the diverse and complex
inner and outer worlds of so many different people we often know
very little about. Thus we end up trying to catch a swarm of butter-
flies with a single net. As a loose and vast social formation, actual
audiences are inherently instable, endlessly shifting, dissonant and
elusive. As Stuart Hall famously remarked, we are finally all, ‘in our
heads, many different audiences at once and can be constituted as
such by different programmes’. No wonder many suggest we should
just forget about it and find some better word.

However, this is not a game of Scrabble, so changing words won't
help. We have to deal with it and all the troubles it brings. The cru-
cial problem lies in the fact that audiences - the way we imagine
them or speak about them - most often serve as a screen for pro-
jecting various desires, imaginations, interests and agendas. What
makes ‘audience’ a good projection screen is precisely that they
have very little universal and clear meaning as well as the fact that
they don’t have their own articulated voice. Actual audiences are
fluid, ambiguous and temporary. However, when programming,
planning, managing and evaluating, we need something more solid
and fixed. Something we can actually rely on to make claims or pre-
dictions (I will come back later to the reasons for this and whose
need it is). This is where imagination, stereotypes and generalised
theories kick in. We move on with our agendas by providing simpli-
fied substitutions that make sense to us.

However, this is not a particularly new development. From Aristotle
to Adorno, commentators were always prone to judge audiences
easily, yet severely. In fact, the quest to interpret audience behav-
jour and change it according to one’s own needs is just one of many
strategies of social and political struggle. Take Enlightenment think-
ersasaneasy example. Just look at how one of the Encyclopaedists
thought about audiences of his time:

‘It has been noted that in a parterre where one is standing,
everythingis perceived with greater enthusiasm. The anxiety,
the surprise, the emotions of the ridiculous and the pathetic,
all of this is livelier and more rapidly felt. One would think,
following the old proverb anima sedens fit sapientior [a sitting
soul becomes wiser] that the calmer spectator would be more
detached, more reflective, less susceptible to illusions; more
indulgent perhaps, but also less disposed to those sensations
of rapturous drunkenness that arise in a parterre where one
stands.?

1 Marmontel, J. (2003/1776). Theater Pit. The Encyclopedia of Diderot
& dAlembert Collaborative Translation Project’. Ann Arbor: Michigan
Publishing, University of Michigan Library.
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As a loose and vast social formation, actual audiences
are inherently instable, endlessly shifting, dissonant and
elusive.
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The way Marmontel interpreted audience behaviour was part of
the wider project of enlightenment and rationality, which involved
along process of cultivation and conditioning of the audiences. As
leaflets, newspaper articles and announcements from the stage
proposed a new rational breed of theatre-goers, people were
increasingly told what to do once they found themselves in the the-
atre. Architectural arrangements involved a position of the scene
detached from the auditorium; the theatrical experience became
a sedentary one, and a range of technologies were devised that
focused the attention of the audience solely on the stage - lightning
above all.

These technological developments often went hand in hand with
the social repositioning of theatre, promoted this time by powerful
industrialists. In what Paul DiMaggio called sacralisation of arts?,
American nouveau riche slowly monopolised theatre and opera,
and made them into highbrow, prestigious cultural practices for
‘cultured audiences’ by imposing codes for dressing and behaviour
as well as pricing barriers. Even though these new arrangements
didn't happen without a struggle (with many accounts of riots and
unrest from the poorer urban majorities who demanded lower
prices or more seats), in the end, audiences were both quieted and
gentrified®. This is a classic example of the power of imagination
and interpretation to change the world - well-behaved, quiet, elite
theatre finally became a reality.

The twentieth century has had its own share of audience man-
ufacturing. Big cultural powerhouses of wartime regimes are
all too well known. However, after World War 11, the grip that
controlled cultural behaviour through commenting on audi-
encehood still hasn't loosened. Claims of anti-institutional
movements that crossed all arts fields are just a reminder of the
power of that grip. With memories of Parisian 1968 still fresh,
de Certeau wrote about ‘a common hero, an ubiquitous char-
acter, walking in thousands on the streets, not being able to
speak, but only to ‘murmur’ and shine distantly like a starry night.

2 See DiMaggio, P. (1982). ‘Cultural entrepreneurship in nineteenth-cen-
tury. Boston - the creation of an organisational base for high culture in
America’. Media, Culture and Society, 4, 33-50; and also Levine (1986).
‘ROW /LOWBROW. The Emergence of Cultural Hierarchy in America’
Cambridge Massachusetts: Harvard University Press.

3 For a historical account of struggles of poorer Londoners for afforda-

ble tickets, see Butsch, R. (2010). ‘Crowds, Publics and Consumers:
Representing English Theatre Audiences from the Globe to the OP Riots’.
Participations: Journal of Audience and Reception Studies, 7(1).
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His heroes were voiceless audiences and his concerns had to do
with the dangers of big structures speaking for them.

Such struggles are equally present today. Policy makers across the
continent are pushing their agendas of access to culture and audi-
ence development as a proof that social equality is high in their
priorities. They are commissioning, evaluating and granting to
reach those goals (if only the same policies would be implemented
by ministries of finance, cultural barriers might go away much
more easily). By doing so, they are also producing their versions
of audience narratives. After some time passes, we might be able
to notice more thorough and visible change in the ways audiences
are engaged. Whether we will like what we see remains a question.
Meanwhile, big cultural infrastructures are fighting their own battle
to win diminishing public budgets. They are producing narratives
of disadvantaged non-audiences in order to be the ones to include
them and win the favour of policy makers?. Finally, artists are strug-
gling to find their share of responsibility and autonomy to shake,
awaken, include and empower audiences.
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The quest to interpret audience behaviour and change it
according to one’s own needs is just one of many strategies
of social and political struggle.
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There is nothing either strange or wrong about these struggles.
Whatisimportant, however, is to understand various positions and
motivations behind doings and sayings regarding audiences. Even
more so, it is critical to leave enough room for new conceptions,
descriptions, insights, findings and approaches about audiences
to emerge. Instead of fitting audiences into existing boxes, let us
explore and inquire - because existing recycled images of audiences
arenever as rich, confusing, diverse, inspiring and surprising as the
real world of people coming for ashow. Thisinsight is a cornerstone
of this publication. The text that unfolds offers tools for exploring
the conundrum of audience theories and practices. It is a guide for
walking the slippery slope of understanding the audience without
ever reaching the ultimate goal. It is about learning rather than
knowing and appreciating, and rather than controlling, audiences.
Inaway, it is a guide for enjoying an awkward position that might
turn out to be very rewarding.

4 Stevenson, D., Balling, G., & Kann-Rasmussen, N. (2015). ‘Cultural
participation in Europe: shared problem or shared problematisation?.
International Journal of Cultural Policy, 1-18.

But before | actually go into the pursuit of that task, I will conclude
this introduction by briefly commenting on two usual ways of treat-
ing audience development theme in recent years. | find that both
are not improving our understanding of audience engagement is
(or could be) about, hence | want to distance this text from them.

The first folly | would like to distance this text fromis the usual apol-
ogetictone regarding the audience. Many recent audience-related
texts end up saying a bunch of nice things about audiences much
like talking about endangered species. Guilt seems to be deeply
embedded in the cultural sector. Guilt of spending someone else’s
money without catering to their needs? It might be nice for achange
to care, but will that actually help? Do audiences, whoever they
are, need our we-are-sorry postcards? | don't really think they do.
Maybe it is a far stretch, but that reminds me of the recent shift
in environmental discourses from planet-needs-you to you-need-
planet-dummy. Theatres need audiences - audiences sometimes,
amongst other things, need theatre. Participating in a performance
event is not the pinnacle of universal human existence, no matter
how we feel about it. Claiming such a universal privileged place
won't get us far.

Second, the discussion | am trying to propose is not the much
debated active/passive divide. As Ranciere® rightly points out,
equating sitting and spectating with passivity is silly - the whole
world could be spinning in our head while watching a show, listen-
ing at a concert or reading a book. Thinking that a prerequisite for
emancipation or activation is to move one’s own body or get some-
one talking is just another testament to how little we know about
audiencehood and how easily we jump on popular bandwagons no
matter where they lead. Infact, some of the most celebrated inter-
active or immersive pieces can be as dull and based on prejudices
about audiences as any other piece.

The question | find much more important is rather how we can
go about making socially-relevant, politically-engaging and emo-
tionally-challenging performances for as many people as possible,
without needing to create giant mechanisms of audience segmen-
tation, typification and bureaucratisation that will probably serve
the needs of audience developers more than those of audiences.
Could we make an effort and stay away from easy, simplified and
generalised notions of audiences and explore twisty, winding roads
of audiencehood instead? It is a conviction of mine, as well as the
assumption underpinning this text, that taking that challenge has
led many performance artists and producers to some of the pinna-
cles of their art.

5 There have been numerous attempts of circumventing this divide, but
probably the best known trial is Ranciere, J. (2007). ‘The emancipated
spectator’. Artforum International, 45(7), 270.
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Inthe following pages these paths are explored. Like any other path,
it misses many of the places that could be visited. Nevertheless
it is a journey into interesting worlds of many dedicated actors,
dancers, playwrights, producers and directors to whom I have had
the luck to talk or to hear about. Their choice is highly contingent,
even random, and there is no such claim that the text is an extensive
coverage of the field. Instead, | hope for this text to be understood
as one in many existing calls for rethinking the theatre and perfor-
mance art world today in relation to audiences.

Inthe chapter titled Frameworks, existing reference fields for work-
ing on and thinking about audience engagement are outlined. The
assumption here is that usual ways of thinking and talking about
audiences are part of certain traditions of thought that | call ref-
erence fields. The Alternatives chapter presents the thinking and
doing of several international theatre-makers and producers who
find that problematising relations with audiences is an important
part of their practice. Finally, in Tools, a series of possible tools are
offered for those organisations and individual creators who would
like to explore their audiences, as well as their assumptions, rela-
tions and imaginations about them. Overall, this structure aims to
help readers to find their way in communicating and sharing their
works to and with audiences.
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Instead of fitting audiences into existing boxes, let us
explore and inquire - because existing recycled images of
audiences are never as rich, confusing, diverse, inspiring
and surprising as the real world of people coming for a
show
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As suggested in the introduction, thinking about and working
with audiences is highly influenced by wider political, cultural and
economic trends, theories and circumstances. Consequently, the
current wave of interest in audiences is not as solid and unam-
biguous as is sometimes said. The participatory turn, as it is often
called, is in fact an amalgam of different political, aesthetic or
social ideas. Immersive experiences created by theatre companies
like Ontroerend Goed, Rimini Protokoll or Punchdrunk; granting
schemes that explicitly support audience development - from EU’s
Creative Europe and Capital of Culture to local authorities across
the continent!; the range of publications by the EU Commission or
European Expert Network on Culture and those of Wallace founda-
tion in the US; rising scholarly interest in the topic? all these have
very little in common - apart from audience as a keyword. All these
initiatives and many more are struggling to fit or steer the discourse
and practice of audience engagement in the direction that best suits
them. Those larger players might actually succeed in articulating
their own approaches and legitimising them, while smaller ones
are left with the choice to fit in or avoid them.

In any case, to navigate through various approaches, it might be
beneficial to try and distil certain patterns of thought on the issue.
Inthis chapter, I will focus on three overarching rationales for audi-
ence engagement, development or participation, each predating
current debates and serving as a reference ground for future dis-
cussions. The basic premise is that no thinking, saying or doing hap-
pens in a social or political vacuum - it is always done in relation to
certain domains in the society, or if you prefer, a certain centre of
power that informs and shapes the action. Three commonly noticed
centres relevant to the artistic world are the State, the market and
the art world itself. The State is taken into consideration when-
ever we tend to think of audiences as citizens, no matter if later
on one follows the patriotic path and tries to contribute towards
the strengthening of the national sentiment, or if the road takes
one to a more pluralistic direction where democratisation is the
main concern. The second domain, the market, is referenced when
one conceives of audiences as consumers, users or buyers, who
approach, experience and evaluate a performance by consuming
goods and services (or experiences if you like) at the cultural mar-
ket. Thirdly, artists may try and ignore the previous two and base
their reference points in the art world itself. Audiences are then
more than anything spectators, listeners or participants who sup-
port the artistic endeavour, while their citizenship or consumerism
is left behind in the cloakroom.

1 This discussion will be mostly European - hence not to be equated with
any kind of global overview.

2 The Journal of the Performing Arts - Performance Research pub-
lished a special issue on participatory theatre in 2011; Theatre Journal
devoted a special issue on spectatorship in 2014; and last year’s special
issue of Participations journal is devoted to theatre audiences with a keen
eye on participatory and immersive works in particular.

These three gravitational fields are familiar places in artistic dis-
cussions, and they should come as no surprise for most readers.
Although the boundary between them is highly porous and thus
arguable (in reality we are usually dealing with various hybrids
and fusions), this typological approach can be useful to introduce
a structure in the vast forest of discussion in this field. In the fol-
lowing pages, the historical and contemporary developments of
each approach are sketched out in order to prepare the ground
for the more pragmatic discussion on the actual engagement with
audiences in the everyday work of performance arts.

IN THE STATE WE TRUST

During the current humanitarian crisis across Europe, some gov-
ernments more than others, have returned to cultural arguments
to justify their restrictive and xenophobic policies. Probably the
champion of such approach is Viktor Orban, Hungarian prime
minister (closely followed by many other fellow politicians from
Austria, Czech Republic, Slovakia, UK ...). He has repeatedly called
for the protection of a Christian and European way of life, suppos-
edly achievable by strengthening the national borders’ protection
measures. In such a setting, when ‘the way of life’ (and not only eco-
nomic development) becomes important again, the cultural sector
is called upon to remind citizens of what it means to be Christian or
European. Consequently, as we were told recently at the inspiring
opening of the Budapest IETM meeting, overnight new funds have
been allotted for cultural and artistic purposes.

Without any doubt, current Hungarian political elites cannot be
praised for innovation on this issue. The instrumentalisation of
arts for political needs is as old as politics itself. What is however
important for this discussion is that without dissemination and
wide reception of works of art, culture cannot serve as a political
instrument. It is nowonder then that some of the largest initiatives
that looked into ways to increase cultural participation have been
a part of extensive national or city identity-production policies. In
this very limited space, | will only touch upon several historical and
current audience-reach initiatives that evolved around various
interests of States in the field of culture.

The starting point can again be the Athenian polis, which, in the
contemporary language, was, it seems, quite keen on the cultural
participation of its citizens. Amphitheatres were built with the idea
to host all those who had a citizen’s status; political leaders partici-
pated actively in the ritual and those citizens who could not afford
it received a token to take part in theatrical events - access to cul-
ture at its very birth. The long tradition of festivals and carnivals
that developed across centuries in every corner of the world can
be read in a somewhat similar fashion - rulers wanted their subjects
to be part of symbolically controlled public events. Similarly, at the
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dawn of modern democracies, in the eighteenth century, artistic
and political fields were much closer than we might perceive today.
Many notable leaders of the French Revolution were infact artists.
The following excerpt from the writing of Jacques-Louis David, a
painter and art commissioner of the French Republic, is just one
example of the sense of duty artists felt for being part of the birth
of the nation:

‘The artist ought to contribute powerfully to publicinstruction
[...] by penetrating the soul [...] by making a profound impres-
sion on the mind. [...] Thus [...]the traits of heroism and civic
virtue presented to the regard of the people will electrify its
soul and will cause to germinate in it all the passions of glory
and devotion to the welfare of the fatherland.®

The opening of the first public libraries, museums and galleries, the
building of theatres and concert halls after the French Revolution
can be seen in retrospect as the greatest act of audience building
and democratisation of culture ever seen. However, rough times
have also witnessed growing cultural participation. It is hard not to
remind oneself of the importance that arts were givenin numerous
regimes that were preparing themselves for the Second World War.
Hitler and Mussolini especially have seen art as inseparable from
politics and counted on it to foster nationalistic sentiment.

After the grim days of World War 11, it became clear to those in
power that culture and arts had to be governed the same way as
education or health are. In fact, many histories of cultural policy
start (falsely) with the creation of ministries of culture during the
Fifties and the Sixties, relying heavily on the concept of cultural
democratisation. Nonetheless, this was a period in which cultural
rights were greatly extended to many parts of society through fes-
tivals, new venues (Maisons de la culture across the Francophone
world, Kulturhéuser and Kunsthalles in Germany and Austria or
Domovi kulture in Yugoslavia and across the Soviet block) or other
dissemination strategies. At the same time, it became obvious that
the approach to the presentation of arts had to change. Animation,
mediation, artistic pedagogy and active participation in cultural
activities through community arts and amateur clubs grew out of
the same concern about the exclusive nature of many forms of art.
Some of these practices can be still considered as the foundations
of contemporary approaches to widening the access to culture.

However, with the rise of neoliberal policies in the Eighties and
Nineties, the reign of economic arguments for social development
seems to have divorced the cultural sector from broader policies.
With the subsequent cuts in arts funding, the game changed. In
somewhat simplisticterms, politicalleaders stopped chasingcultural
workers and instead, cultural workers started chasing politicians.

3 Dowd 1951, 537 in Belfiore, E., Bennett, O. (2008). The Social Impact
of the Arts. An Intellectual History’. New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan.
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The audience development measures that are proposed
stem neither from artists or cultural workers, nor from
audiences and their cultural needs — two sides crucial
for the magic of artistic experiences. They emanate
rather from the current policy fashions and sensitivities
of policy-makers for certain arguments (identity, social
cohesion, ecology, etc.). The weakness of such approaches
is that they often tackle political issues, while expecting
social change, and these two worlds are often far apart.
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What we saw was a long and still ongoing struggle for public funding
for the arts. Many cultural operators saw themselves for the first
time explaining what seemed obvious to them - what is the value of
culture in a society? Over the last three decades, this struggle has
produced a series of research studies, initiatives and policy actions®.

The most notorious argument was that culture and arts create
economic wealth, but many other justifications were thought of
as well. The social cohesion argument looked for ways in which
cultural participation can accommodate rising cultural diversi-
ties in the West and special approaches to developing audiences
with diverse cultural backgrounds were devised®. Problems with
the lack of national or supra-national identities were also tackled,
most notably by the European Commission’s attempts to develop
European audiences, seeking the formation of European identity®.
Finally, links with environmental policies were sought and an argu-
ment has been made that the cultural sector can indeed bring a
positive change in ecological consciousness’.

What is striking about many of these initiatives is that the audi-
ence development measures that are proposed stem neither from
artists or cultural workers, nor from audiences and their cultural
needs - two sides crucial for the magic of artistic experiences. They
emanate rather from the current policy fashions and sensitivities of
policy-makers for certain arguments (identity, social cohesion,
ecology, etc.). The weakness of such approaches is that they often
tackle political issues, while expecting social change, and these two
worlds are often far apart. Let us take as an example several influ-
ential attempts to consider the ways to broaden access to culture.

4 For an overview see ‘Cultural Value Project - final report: Understanding
the Value of Arts and Culture Report’, and IETM'’s ‘Mapping of Types of
Impact Research in the Performing Arts Sector (2005-2015).

5 See for example Arts Council England (2006). ‘Navigating Difference -
Cultural diversity and audience development’

6 In Creative Europe programme or European Capital of Culture as well as
many other funding schemes applicants are obliged to think of the ways in
which ‘Europeanness’is to be encouraged through audience development.
7 See Dessein, J., Soini, K., Fairclough, G. and Horlings, L. (2015). ‘Culture
in, for and as Sustainable Development’. University of Jyvdskyld.
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In these, cultural participation is strangely limited to those
activities that are related to state-funded arts programmes.
Commercial artistic activities, underground and counter-cultural
art projects (graffiti and similar), DIY and private artistic practices
(painting or making music at home), public arts and many others
are excluded, even though they probably account for the majority
of creative and artistic experiences of publics at large®. It is hard to
imagine that those who advocate for such measures actually think
that these are not important. Instead it is more plausible to think
that the very goal of all this research - to justify public spending in
arts - has set the filter in what is to be found.

The main issue with devising audience development approaches
based on current policy issues is the direction of the decision-mak-
ing. It starts with the internal problems of the cultural institutions
produced by the policy (e.g. cutsin funding); then it looks into avail-
able discourses and policy agendas (entrepreneurship for example)
and finally it develops audience development approaches to close
the loop and to solve the initial problem. Although it can’t be said
that such approaches haven't given considerable results, there is
a great threat that crucial problems such as the position of arts in
school curricula or the relationship between poverty and cultural
tastes will not be noticed/addressed. This is precisely because such
approaches look into a certain type of citizenship currently valued
as good or desirable, while other ways of being a citizen, or ahuman
if you will, remain excluded.

The very goal of all this research - to justify public spend-
ing in arts — has set the filter in what is to be found.
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8 For a much more extensive overview of these kind of studies see White,
T, & Rentschler, R. (2005, January). Toward a new understanding of the

THE INVISIBLE HAND

Apart from state policies, the market (together with economic play-
ers) has been another most influential reference field for arts and
culture, equally challenging and often troubling. Consequently, in
the cultural field as a whole, there are few discourses as recurring
as the one about the marketisation and commodification of the arts.
However, it is no doubt that the current rampant neoliberalisation
of societies across the globe has taken these processes further
thanever before. For example, the concept of creative industries has
offered an unprecedented celebratory picture of a world in which
all creativity is bought or sold on the prosperous and free market.

However, the commodification of culture and arts has a much
longer history. In fact, markets for cultural goods are amongst the
first modern markets that were created in Europe. With what he
calls print-capitalism, Benedict Anderson? stressed the importance
of sixteenth and seventeenth century printing entrepreneurs who
played a crucial role in standardising languages, spreading ideas
across the continent and ultimately creating markets for books and
other printed goods. It was those early cultural capitalists who laid
the foundations of the large, diverse and powerful entertainment
and leisure industries of the eighteenth century. In addition to that,
it was precisely the rise of the market of cultural goods in the same
century that enabled many creative people - writers, poets, actors
- to become regarded as professionals in the first place and earn
their bread as such.

Still, it wasn't until Adam Smith that the market received com-
prehensive theoretical attention and political and philosophical
appraisal. Adam believed that the wealthiest nation on Earth of the
day, Great Britain, achieved its wealth by stimulating the economic
self-interest of individuals, which led to the optimal social division
of labour and rising productivity. Influenced by physiocrats, he saw
the market as the best way to govern production and consumption
in society, one that, if free from intervention and monopoly, could
be self-regulating (hence the famous ‘invisible hand’ of the 