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Problems :

● It’s not possible to make interviews / surveys 
(e.g. GSS Panel Data, Twitter API). 

● We can study the content of past cultural products 
(e.g. with Wikidata, Democrat Corpus) but it’s 
hard to reveal the taste for them

How can “preferences” be 
measured for the past?





Shifts in relative 
prices can be used as 

a proxy to “reveal” 
shifts in preferences.

Dataset #1



Minutes of Parisian auction sales, 
curated at the Archives de Paris. 



Net of the buyer’s fee

It becomes possible to match the 
auction catalogue and the minute of 
the corresponding sale. 

PURCHASERS
Name and (very often) address

HAMMER PRICE

CATALOGUE NUMBER





+

AUCTION CATALOGUE

Period: 1830-1939





“BEAUX-ARTS”
Paintings, drawings, sculptures216,445
EASTERN ARTEFACTS
“Asian” or “Oriental” objets 
+ 2,296 Dwarf trees! 

44,854

ANTIQUES9,165
“TRIBAL ART”
So-called “Primitive” and “Precolumbian” 
artefacts in the interwar period (with Elodie Vaudry)

13,316



Relying on (past) 
self-declarations 

about preferences

Dataset #2



Publication period: 1878-1937







1,364 self-declared 
collectors in 1882
(thanks to Christine Vivet-Peclet)

1,097 collectors in 1904

3,637 collectors in 1925



SOME RESULTS
 that might be of interest for you

(and for which I would be very happy to 
receive your feedback) 



HOW CAN WE EXPLAIN THE INCREASE OF COLLECTORS?

Shelves and sideboard with trinkets. Le 
Garde-Meuble, ancien et moderne, albums of 
chromolithographs published by Désiré Guimard 
around 1855-1860. Source: Manuel Charpy (2010). 

Pety (2010) : legitimization 
and democratization of 
collecting in the 1850s 
(previously a deviant 
practice)

=> is collecting part of the 
new phenotype?



HOW CAN WE EXPLAIN THE INCREASE OF COLLECTORS?

Why do people collect artefacts?

- Economic factors: because they can afford 
collecting. Speculation / financial investment.  

- Social explanations: signalling, conspicuous 
consumption (Veblen, 1899), distinction 
(Bourdieu, 1979)

- Psychology : aesthetic pleasure, 
autobiographical dimension, importance of 
emotions when buying (Baudrillard 1968/ Derlon 
& Jeudy-Ballini, 2008)

- Cognitive approach: increase the fitness ; 
collecting (and curiosity) as the result of a new 
phenotype, with the increase of GDP (and 
collecting = rather for high-SES persons)



HOW CAN WE EXPLAIN THE INCREASE OF COLLECTORS?

Signalling vs. high level of sincerity



HOW CAN WE EXPLAIN THE INCREASE OF COLLECTORS?

Turnover of Parisian auctioneers (base 100 in 1831)



HOW CAN WE EXPLAIN THE INCREASE OF COLLECTORS?



WOMEN’S SELF-CENSORSHIP AT AUCTION

Miranda Perez, "Types et physionomie 
de Paris. Une vente de tableaux à 
l'hôtel Drouot", L'Illustration n°1619, 7 
March 1874, p. 148



WOMEN’S SELF-CENSORSHIP AT AUCTION

Emmanuel Barcet (1870-1940), "M. Bernheim. Les frôleurs. 
- Oh! Excuse me, sir! ... I thought he was a pickpocket !" in 
Emmanuel Barcet, " L'Hôtel des ventes ", L'Assiette au 
Beurre, n° 216, 20 May 1905, p. 118



WOMEN’S SELF-CENSORSHIP AT AUCTION

Charles Mathieu Bonvoisin dit Mars (1849-1912), " Ces 
messieurs sont venus pour surenchérir ", in Mars, " À 
l'Hôtel Drouot ", Petit journal pour rire, n° 456, 1877, p. 
7

Charles Mathieu Bonvoisin dit Mars (1849-1912), "L'amateur 
myope ou qui feint de l'être. - Pardon, madame, I thought it 
was a bust", in Mars, "À l'Hôtel Drouot", Le Charivari, 49th 
year, Friday December 17, 1880



THE PERFORMATIVE EFFECT OF  THE CATALOGUE



A SHIFT IN PREFERENCES (1830s-1930s)

The craze for
Persian and 

Turkish weapons 
in the 1830s 



A SHIFT IN PREFERENCES (1830s-1930s)

The shift in 
preferences from 

Old Masters 
paintings to 

Modern 
paintings from 

the 1840s 
through the late 

1910s



A SHIFT IN PREFERENCES (1830s-1930s)

The shift in 
preferences from 

Old Masters 
paintings to 

Modern 
paintings from 

the 1840s 
through the late 

1910s



A SHIFT IN PREFERENCES (1830s-1930s)

(it goes with a 
higher risk 

aversion, an 
added value 

given to “sure” 
attributions)





Jean Louis Ernest Meissonier, La Confidence, Compiègne, Musée national du 
château de Compiègne, legs Alfred Chauchard, 1909.

Highest prices: the 
living painters 

specialised in anecdotal 
historical scenes. 

The impressionists 
eclipsed theses 

forgotten superstars in 
the interwar period.



Highest prices: the 
living painters 

specialised in anecdotal 
historical scenes. 

The impressionists 
eclipsed theses 

forgotten superstars in 
the interwar period.

Ferdinand Roybet, Portrait de Madame Clémenceau en costume du XVIe 
siècle,(Mary Plummer), huile sur panneau, 112x112 cm. 



Ferdinand Roybet (1840-1920), The Hot Hand, 1894, oil on mahogany panel, 
230x283 cm, Courbevoie, Musée Roybet-Fould.



A SHIFT IN PREFERENCES (1830s-1930s)

From modern 
and exotic to old 
and historically 
dated artworks



A SHIFT IN PREFERENCES (1830s-1930s)

From modern 
and exotic to old 
and historically 
dated artworks



"L'Hôtel des ventes - by Hadol", L'esprit follet 
et Paris-comique réunis, 4th year, n°105, 16 
March 1872, p. 82

⇒ 

Daïban bowl, of hemispherical form, dating from the 
Shang dynasty : bought 7 100 francs by Woldemar von 
Seidlitz, director of the Fine Arts of Saxony, at the 
Hayashi sale in 1903. 



SOME “NICHE” CULTURAL ATTRACTORS 



(CLUSTER-SOCIABILITY OF NICHE SEGMENTS)



(CLUSTER-SOCIABILITY OF NICHE SEGMENTS)



(CLUSTER-SOCIABILITY OF NICHE SEGMENTS)

Network of auctioneers and experts for the prehistorical segment, in France.



(CLUSTER-SOCIABILITY OF NICHE SEGMENTS)

Alexandre Stuer, dealer, expert at auction and member of the 
Société préhistorique française



THE (quick) DIFFUSION OF AN ARTEFACT

The dealer-entrepreneur Siegfried Bing decided to launch another 
segment, as japonism was dying.  



THE (quick) DIFFUSION OF AN ARTEFACT



THE (quick) DIFFUSION OF AN ARTEFACT



THE (quick) DIFFUSION OF AN ARTEFACT



THE (quick) DIFFUSION OF AN ARTEFACT



THE (quick) DIFFUSION OF AN ARTEFACT

Distribution of the 
hammer prices of 
dwarf trees put on 
sale in Paris 
between 1902 and 
1912.



THE (quick) DIFFUSION OF AN ARTEFACT

Jacques-Émile Blanche (1861-1942), Portrait of 
Marcel Proust, 1892, oil on canvas, H.: 73.5; W.: 
60.5 cm. Paris, Musée d'Orsay, RF 1989 4

Giovanni Boldini (1842-1931), The Count Robert de Montesquiou, 1897, 
oil on canvas, H.: 115.5 ; W.: 82.5 cm. Paris, Musée d'Orsay, RF 1977 56.



THE (quick) DIFFUSION OF AN ARTEFACT



Conclusion : 
One current project 

Simon Coste 
(Université 
Paris Cité)

Ryo Yuki
(UTokyo)



FROM THE 
EVOLVING 

HUMAN CRITERIA 
OF BEAUTY 

TO

THE MACHINE 
CRITERIA OF 

BEAUTY 

(stable diffusion 
models)



Thanks!
(and thanks for including me in your wonderful workshop!)

lea.saint-raymond@ens.psl.eu

github.com/Saint-Raymond/


