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THE ROLE OF CULTURAL ECONOMY IN URBAN COMPETITION,
WITH A SPECIAL EMPHASIS ON MUSEUMS

Abstract: Traditional industries were pushed into the
background in urban economies of the post-Fordist
period, and both in capital turnover, as well as in
employment it was the service industries, that became
dominant. Consequently, those towns were in winning
positions in this urban competition, in which the tertiary
branches of the economy and improved services
(information economy, R+D sector) could become the
engines of urban development. The role of cultural
economy in urban competition has recently been
upgraded. Our study examines the role of cultural
economy in urban competitions.

Key words: urban competition, cultural economy,
cultural-products industries

1. Introduction

I.1. The notion of urban competition

The idea of the so-called European town — also
called medieval town — was born in the 12%-13"
centuries. There had been towns in the ancient times
as well, but these “antique towns” were significantly
different from the medieval ones; the latter ones
represented autonomous communities of trades
people and craftsmen. The medieval towns were
different by their inhabitants’ mentality as well, and
they also possessed certain rights, being different
from those of the neighbouring settlements,
collected in urban charters (Katus, L. 2001).

Also, there was a significant competition
between medieval towns in order to be able to serve
in various functions. The occurrence of a variety of
questions, concerning the acquisition of the function
of the seat of a certain territorial unit (shire), or the
right to hold a fair, is the proof that urban
competition existed as early as the Middle Ages.

By the beginning of the industrial revolution,
the competition between towns had become
keener, and it was the towns with several attractive
factors - e.g. the proximity of coal mines and ore
deposits, or the wet climate, indispensable for
textile manufactures etc. - that were able to rise
(Lengyel, 1. and Rechnitzer, J. 2004). In a simplified
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way it can be stated, that those towns were the
winners in contemporary urban competition, which
had attracted a number of significant industries.

On the other hand, traditional industries were
pushed into the background in urban economies of
the post-Fordist period, and both in capital
turnover, as well as in employment it was the
service industries that became dominant.
Consequently, those towns were in winning
positions in this new competition, in which the
tertiary branches of the economy and improved
services (information economy, R+D sector) could
become the engines of urban development
(Horvath, Gy., 1998).

After this brief historical survey the question of
definition necessarily arises. The notion of urban
competition is a debated one in Hungarian
specialist literature. Some regionalists use “urban
competition”, others prefer the term “urban
success”, while some other specialists are in favour
of the phrase “successful town”(Timar, J. 2003).

It is impossible for a study of this scope to
describe in detail the similarities and differences
related to these definitions. This is why we can
only underline here that our study is based on the
definition which approaches the problems from the
point of view of objectives.
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According to this notion the main objective of
any urban competition should necessarily be
economic growth or development, as well as
constant rise in the given town’s revenue (Timar, J.
2003).

1.2. The notion of cultural economy

The main difficulty is that the word “culture”
has about 200 different definitions, and it is the
fact that explains why the notion of cultural
economy is also extremely difficult to define. From
the 1960s onward, economists in the English-

speaking world began to use their own techniques
for analyzing topics, including family and
emotional issues, sexuality and crime, which were
seemingly unrelated to economics. The first
classical product of the economic investigations of
culture was the book written by Baumol and
Bowen, which was published in 1966 (Baumol,
Bowen, 1966). It is to be noted here, that in the
USA the market-oriented view of culture has
gained strong supporters since that time. The same
idea has become popular in post-communist
Hungary, too.
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Fig. 1: Main industrial districts in the cultural economy of Paris
Source: Scott 2000. pp. 195.

The most significant product of Hungarian
specialist literature, focusing on cultural economic
issues, was a volume edited by Gyorgy Enyedi and
Krisztina Keresztély. This book comprises 8
studies of utmost significance (Enyedi, Gy. And
Keresztély, K. 2005). In the introductory chapter of
the volume, Gyorgy Enyedi expounds that cultural
economy has two main branches. First, it
comprises traditional cultural services, including
general and public education, different other
cultural services, as well as tourism. Second, it also
comprises cultural-products-industries, including
publishing, jewelry-making or fashion industry.

For example, Paris has a very extended
cultural-products-industries, the main part of this
being: film, books, periodicals, perfumes and
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cosmetics, jewelry, furs, clothing, leather clothing,
leather goods, etc (see Map 1.).

Our study has been based on Gyorgy Enyedi’s
definition and description of cultural economy.

2. Cultural Economy and Urban Competition

The role of cultural economy in urban
competition has recently been upgraded (Scott, A.J.
2000). Several regions in developed countries, that
suffered from depression in the past, have been
successfully rehabilitated, and this fact demonstrates
that intellectual life, culture and cultural services
can be used as developmental tools and by
enhancing the reorganization of socio-economic
relations of towns in crisis, culture and cultural
services can also contribue to their competitiveness
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(Horvath, Gy. 1998). Three examples can be quoted
to illustrate the above statement:

1. The opening of the Ruhr University in
Bochum, Germany’s Ruhr region.

2. The introduction of conference tourism in
the former industrial cities of the English
Midlands, especially in Birmingham.

3. The foundation of the Pittsburgh Cultural
Trust, comprising 14 cultural institutions
in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, USA, a city
which used to be the centre for American
iron and steel industry.

The common characteristic feature of all these
three examples is that it was the development of
cultural economy that helped these cities to regain
their strong position in urban competition.
Pittsburgh, for example, has become the fourth
most popular destination of cultural and art tourism
in the U.S.

Considering the main points in specialized
literature, published either in English (Bianchi, F.
Parkinson, M 1993, Wynne, D. 1992), or in
Hungarian (Enyedi, Gy. 2005 and Horvath, Gy.
1998), it can be concluded that cultural economy
has three main functions in the life of a town:

1. As a mediator of values, it satisfies the

inhabitants’ intellectual needs.
In order to meet this requirement, cultural
institutions are needed, that can represent
high’ culture. These institutions include
opera  houses, theatres, philharmonic
orchestras, art museums and exhibition halls.
2. As a manufacturer, it is a producer of values,
and in this role culture can contribue to the
growth of a town’s financial and economic
basis. This function means that cultural
economy, while it is rooted in the traditions
of the given community, will launch new
products.

3. Through its prestige-making function, the

elements of culture can also attract capital.
One of the manifestations of this function is
that cultural areas attract highly qualified
workers, who eventually will make it
possible to operate a dynamic, knowledge-
based economy.

If a town utilises all these three functions, then
it will be able to achieve considerable success
(Keresztély, K. 2005, Lukovich, T. 2005). It is
outlined in Zsolt Czene’s doctoral dissertation, that
cultural factors play a role in the development of a
region (Czene, Zs. 2003). Further more, he argues
that cultural factors embody communities, value
systems, ethic norms, traditions, and, cultural
inheritance. In addition, other cultural factors, like
knowledge, work ethics, social cohesion and
identity are all present in any individual’s life;
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consequently, they will have an overall impact on
the development of their region as well.

3. The Role of Museums in Cultural Economy

Since the lecture this study is based on was
originally delivered at a conference, organised by
the Ferenc Moéra Museum in Szeged, the role
museums play in cultural economy, is of special
significance. According to a survey, conducted by
Gabor Michalké and Tamara Ratz, by being the
targets of cultural tourism, museums play an
outstanding role in the cultural economy of
Hungarian towns. (Michalko, G. and Ratz, T. 2005).

Table 1
Cultural fascination of cities in Hungary 2000-2002
Type of fascination Visitors
Castles 50,128
Museums 23,594
Libraries, Theatres, 22,802
Cultural centre
Events connection with wine 12,889
Temples 12,582
Cultural events 10,062

Source: Michalké G.-Ratz T. 2005. 135. pp.

According to the conventional notion of what a
museum should be, it can be described as a
building with educational and cultural functions, in
which objects are displayed, studied and stored.
Simultaneously with the changing of the role of
cultural economy, the notion of the tasks of
museums has lately also changed. The museums of
big cities have become multifunctional institutions,
in which visitors are not only entertained, but also
served. This phenomenon can be described along
three main tendencies (Enyedi, Gy. 2005):

1. The increased number of temporary
exhibitions.

2. The transformation of museum shops into
supermarkets.

3. The appearance of additional services in or
near the museum buildings.

Table 2 serves to illustrate the growing number
of temporary exhibitions, as well as their success
story, proven by the fact that they could boast
several hundred thousand visitors.

When examining the most visited, and thus the
most successful Munkdacsy exhibition from the
point of view of an economist, two characteristic
features have to be emphasised.

1. The gross revenue from ticket sales totaled

280 million HUF.

2. The regular adult ticket price of 1,500 HUF
was paid only by one third of the visitors.
Another third of them bought some kind of
discount ticket and there was also a
significant number of visitors, who visited
the exhibition free (Toth, L. 2005).



Tthe role of cultural economy in urban competition, with a special emphasis on museums

Table 2
Most visited exhibitions on Budapest 2003-2005
The title of Place Visitors
temporary exhibition
Munkécsy Mihaly Hungarian National Gallery | 360 000
Light and shadow The Gallery (Miicsarnok) 300 000
Monet and friends Museum of Fine Arts 256 000
Mednyanszky Laszlo Hungarian National Gallery | 176 500
Dinosaurs Hungarian Natural History | 173 223
Museum
After the pharaohs Museum of Fine Arts 85000
Joan Miro Museum of Fine Arts 80 061
Klimt, Schiele, Budapesti History Museum | 72 521
Kokoscha
Amazing stones Hungarian Natural History | 57 182
Museum

Source: Authors owns construction

The other main trend in museums is the
transformation of museum shops into cultural
supermarkets. It means that the visitor can buy all
kinds of souvenirs there, ranging from Van Gogh T-
shirts to replicas of Roman-age coins. Today no
major museum exists without a large and significant
museum shop, which offers a great selection of
replicas and souvenirs. The museums of Hungary
have not yet grown up to this trend, especially when
the purchase of copies and replicas is concerned.

The third major trend is the appearance of
different service providers in or near the museum
buildings. It means that restaurants, cafés, galleries,
second-hand bookshops and antiquities shops open
in or near the museum buildings themselves.

4. Lessons to be Learnt by Museums in Hungary

"Culture is a big business. It is one of the leading
sectors in the period of the post-Fordist economic
revolution and it has served as basis for several urban
developmental programs.’

These sentences appeared on the blurb of a book
by the renowned regionalist, A.J. Scott. (Scott, A.J.)
On the other hand the slogan of the Ferenc Mora
Museum, one of Hungary’s most significant museums,
reads like this: "The museum is a place for visitors.’

Eventually, it is the lesson to be leamnt by
Hungary’s museums from Scott’s theory, as well as
from the main ideas of this study, that remains to be
identified. The directors of Hungarian museums often
complain about financial problems, saying that the
revenue from ticket sales does not cover the costs of
their exhibitions, and the maintenance of the museum,
as an institution. Contrary to this, economists
emphasize that consumer functions, appearing more
recently in museums, produce profit.

The solution seems to be simple: museums are to
keep their original cultural functions, but they are
also to welcome these new consumer functions as
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well. Museum directors are to recognize the fact that
their institutions, in addition to being cultural spaces,
are places for consumption as well. This recognition
can be summed up by the following statement, which
might also serve as a new slogan: 'The museum is a
place for visitors. But, visitors are also to shop for
consumer goods in them.’
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