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1. Introduction

The deceased are generally evaluated more favorably than
the living in our culture and this phenomenon appears to be
common in many countries. To illustrate, Agatha Christie, a
British mystery novelist, had her famous protagonist (detec-
tive Poirot) say, “Death, mademoiselle, unfortunately, creates
a prejudice. A prejudice in favor of the deceased.” (Christie,
2001: 104). By the same token, when a controversial author who
once served as an ultra-conservative governor of Tokyo passed
away in 2022, many people praised his past achievements and
criticized negative comments about his career posted on social
media (Mainichi Shimbun, 2022).

Further, this phenomenon is more pronounced if the de-
ceased has extraordinary talents in a specific field such as art,
sports, literature, etc. The idea perhaps originates from the
young French writer in the 18th century who led many writers
and painters in Paris to form “Suicide Clubs” hoping their un-
timely deaths would bring posthumous fame (Wilkins, 1990).
The work of Vincent Willem Van Gogh is another case in point.
Born in the southern part of the Netherlands in 1853, he became
financially destitute in later years while being supported by his
younger brother, Theo. After a series of bouts with mental and
physical illness, he shot himself in 1890 (Walther & Metzger,
2016). His life has been characterized as sheer madness, un-

fortunate, and ill-fated, and his death as tragic and untimely.

a Union Press

Almost a century later, however, exhibitions of his works began
attracting a record number of art fans worldwide, and his paint-
ings have constantly been sold at the highest price points in the
auction market. He became a legend of sorts, and consequently,
his success cemented the belief in the art world that recognition
and accolades of artists came after their deaths (Heinich, 1991).
In this paper, the idea that “death benefits the deceased”
will be explored using the case of Van Gogh. Although the idea
makes intuitive sense, the existing empirical studies are mostly
confined to the business literature (e.g., Green & Mohler, 2014;
Lester, 2016). In particular, the theory of the Death Effect—the
market value of artworks increases after the death of the cre-
ator—has been discussed and studied extensively in macroeco-
nomics (e.g., Ekelund, Ressler, & Watson, 2000). However, the
death benefits are not only about increasing “fortunes” but also
soaring “fame”. It is called the Death Positivity Bias, a psycho-
logical term coined by Allison & Eylon (2004) who suggest that
people tend to evaluate the dead more positively than while he/
she was alive. Therefore, we will discuss, from both economic
and psychological perspectives, the posthumous fame and for-

tune in general and of Van Gogh in particular.

2. Death effect (DE)

From a microeconomic standpoint, Van Gogh’s posthu-
mous popularity may be explained by the Death Effect (DE)—
a substantial price hike in artworks soon after the artist’s death.
Ekelund et al. (2000) first proposed the concept after analyzing
the U.S. auction data (e.g., Christie’s, Sotheby’s, etc.) of the 630
paintings by 21 Latin American artists between 1977 and 1996.

Journal of Human Environmental Studies, Volume 22, Number 2, 2024



182 HEMT s 2Oy <P vk b Ury s D ROEBOLTE

They found posthumous price hikes for these paintings even af-
ter controlling inflation, peso devaluation, etc. Similarly, Green
& Mohler (2014) asked college students to read a short story and
asked how much they would pay for its original edition if they
were collectors. The participants assigned to the “death condi-
tion” group offered more than three times as much as the “alive
condition” group. Other researchers found similar results in the
art market of different eras in different regions of the world (Etro
& Stepanova, 2015; Maddison, 2008; P’enasse, Renneboog, &
Scheinkman, 2019).

Further, it has been reported that the extent of this effect is
influenced by specific factors in the art world. First, the DE is
partly based on the Commodity Theory (Brock, 1968) that there
is a significant negative correlation between the price and the
number of commodities in the market. For example, Lynn (1991)
performed an extensive meta-analysis of consumer goods and
found that the value of what was left in the market increased
when the supply chain was blocked. Second, Frick & Knebal
(2007) examined over 290,000 auction results and found that the
value of the paintings increased after the death of the artists only
if they were famous while alive. In other words, the popularity
of the artist largely determines the price of their work after death
(P’enasse et al., 2019).

Third, the circumstances of death and media coverage also
play a significant role in determining the extent of the DE. In
general, the value of artwork is likely to increase when the art-
ists die below a certain age (P’enasse et al., 2019). Specifically,
the DE is at its highest sometime during “middle age” when
the artist’s popularity is soaring, creating an inverse U-shaped
relationship between the time of death and the DE (Etro & Ste-
panova, 2015; Itaya & Ursprung, 2016; Ursprung & Wierman,
2011). Unlike our general perception of untimely death, say in
one’s 30s-40s, the “middle age” in this context is reported to
come relatively later. While the data and analytical methods
vary, researchers found this mid-point of life for deceased artists
is sometimes around 65 (P’enasse et al., 2019) and even in the
80s (Ursprung & Wierman, 2011).

The cause of death is also an influential factor for the DE.

Especially, the sudden and unexpected deaths of celebrities and
famous individuals are associated with price increases in com-
memorative merchandise such as autographed goods (Radford
& Bloch, 2012a). Similarly, the unexpected death of well-known
artists is also associated with the price hike of their paintings
(Itaya & Ursprung, 2016).

In addition to the timing and the cause of death, media cov-
erage also impacts the DE. Matheson & Baade (2004) found
the price hike for Major League Baseball trading cards, which
has only limited supply, for those players who were recently
deceased. The researchers also found that this hike is only tem-
porary and subsides after a while. This is known as the Nostal-
gia Effect and is largely due to increased media coverage of the
deceased immediately following his/her death (Frick & Knebal,
2007; Maddison, 2008; Ponzo & Scoppa, 2003; Radford &
Bloch, 2012b).

For Van Gogh, his posthumous fame does not appear to per-
tain to the DE. Although he was relatively well-known, he was
not a well-established artist at the time of his death. While some
of his paintings were praised and favorably accepted by a small
circle of other artists and art critics, he was regarded as only
one of many young artists of the time (Heinich, 1991). In other
words, his popularity cannot explain the DE. Second, he died
young, less than ten years since he began his professional career.
It was about the time when he was trying to establish his unique
style, and his work was getting accepted by the dealers and gal-
leries. In short, he died too young for the DE to take effect.

3. Death positivity bias (DPB)

Unlike the salience of the Death Effect in business literature,
the Death Positivity Bias (DPB) is a largely ignored concept in
psychology. For example, a quick Psychlnfo search, the larg-
est database in psychological literature, with “Death Positivity
Bias” as a keyword yielded only one article (Allison, Eylon,
Beggan, & Bachelder, 2009). Thus, in the following literature
analysis, we adopted a cross-referencing method, using Allison’s
article as a jumping board to glean related literature (See Table
1 for a list of known psychological studies on Death Positivity

Table 1: List of known Empirical Studies on Death Positivity Bias

Authors Methods Evaluator Evaluated (Real or Fictious) ~ Dependent Variables
Allison & Eylon (2004) Scenario experiment N/A Business leaders (Fictious) Respect
* Media articles analysis * N/A » Well-known people (Real) * Favorable articles

Allison et al. (2009) * Scenario experiment

* College students

* Business leaders (Fictious) ¢ Favorability

 Photo experiment

Bering et al. (2005) * Obituary analysis

* N/A

* College students

* Favorable impres-
sion
* Positive qualities

* College student (Fictious)
* Acquaintance (Real)

Drzewiecka & Cwalina (2020)  Public poll analysis N/A

Former President (Real) Favorability

Hayes (2016) Scenario experiment (Web)  N/A

Acquaintance (Real) Personality traits

Nishi & Shiraiwa (2020) Scenario experiment

College students

Acquaintance (Real) Personality traits

Tsutsumida & Shiraiwa (2020)  Scenario experiment (Web)

Mainly college students

Favorability of artist

Painter (Fictious) and painting
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Bias).

DPB was first proposed by Allison & others who suggested
that the personality and talents of individuals were more posi-
tively evaluated after their death than while they were alive.
In one of the earliest empirical studies on this topic, Allison &
Eylon (2004) conducted a study describing a hypothetical suc-
cessful entrepreneur as a target. Two groups of participants read
identical descriptions of the target except the person was de-
scribed as either still alive or deceased. The result revealed that
the group who read the scenario that the entrepreneur was dead
evaluated more positively than those who read the entrepreneur
was still alive. Other studies involving the evaluation of real, not
hypothetical, people (e.g., personal friends, well-known politi-
cians, athletes, etc.) found similar results. For example, Hayes
(2016) first asked the participants to name a living acquaintance
and then instructed them to evaluate that person in two condi-
tions: either as this person is still alive or as if this person were
deceased. The results revealed that the participants had more
positive evaluations if they assumed their friend was dead than
alive (see also Nishi & Shiraiwa, 2020).

In addition, Allison et al. (2009) compared the evaluation
of pre- and post-death of eight individuals who appeared most
frequently on the cover of People magazine in the 1990s (e.g.,
J. F. K. Jr., Princess Diana, Tupac Shakur, etc.). The researchers
compared newspaper and magazine articles about these people
written within the four years before and four years after their
deaths. It was found that these individuals were depicted more
favorably after than before they died in terms of the levels of
their talents and morality.

However, the effect of DPB may be more nuanced, and
several studies examined potential factors that may influence
the DPB, including the characteristics of the target person and
the participants (i.e., talents, morality, and social norm), and the
relationship (i.e., affinity). First, the DPB is generally consistent
regardless of how competent the target person is. Allison et al.
(2009) replicated the study of a hypothetical successful entre-
preneur but using an unsuccessful entrepreneur as a target and
still found a positive bias toward the deceased target. Similarly,
Hayes (2016) reported that neither affinity (whether the evalua-
tor likes/dislikes the target) nor social distance (whether or not
the evaluator knows the target well) affected the DPB.

In contrast, the extent to which a target person is viewed as
ethical or unethical was found to influence the DPB. In the fol-
low-up study of Allison & Eylon (2004), when the entrepreneur
was described as morally corrupt (e.g., a person who illegally
dumps harmful waste), the post-mortem positive bias disap-
peared. Similarly, among the eight most well-known individuals
according to the People magazine who passed away in the 90s,
Richard Nixon, the U.S. president who resigned due to corrup-
tion, was the only person whose evaluation remained negative
even after his death (Allison et al., 2009).

Second, the values and social norms held by the evaluators

may influence the DPB. Nishi & Shiraiwa (2020) found that
people who hold strong values that the dead should not be spo-
ken ill were likely to praise the deceased whom they knew well.
Since “Respect the deceased” is one of the basic social norms
in many cultures (Allison & Eylon, 2004; Bering, Mcleod, &
Shackelford, 2005), people generally have a positive bias to-
ward the deceased regardless of affinity to and/or social distance
from the deceased.

In addition, fear of death is another widely held in many
cultures (Allison et al., 2009; Hayes, 2016). According to the
Terror Management Theory (Solomon, Greenberg, & Pyszczyn-
ski, 1991), when faced with inevitable death, people, out of fear,
are likely to develop an idea of symbolic immortality (e.g., leav-
ing a legacy). This sense of self-preservation, in turn, cultivates
respect for the deceased and the legacy they left behind (Rosen-
blatt, Greenberg, Solomon, Pyszczynski, & Lyon, 1989). There
are other factors that may influence the DPB such as a sense of
loss after the death of loved ones (Allison & Eylon, 2004; Eylon
& Allison, 2005; Benton, 1978; Hayes 2016; Radford & Bloch,
2012a), ending of hostile relationship and jealousy (Okonogi,
1979), and a sense of the presence of the deceased (Bering et al.,
2005). However, none of these factors’ impact on DPB has been
empirically validated.

Although these findings and ideas suggest a likelihood that
the deceased are generally evaluated more positively than the
living, this tendency may not hold for those who have special
talents including artists such as Van Gogh. Tsutsumida & Shirai-
wa (2020) presented participants with a lesser-known painting
by Pierre-Auguste Renoir as a work by an unknown artist. Two
groups of participants (n = 79) were then provided but identical
information about the painter except the painter was described
as either still alive or dead. The results show that people in these
two groups equally evaluated the artist’s talent and the quality
of the painting. The follow-up web experiment with 119 par-
ticipants, using the same paradigm, the same painting, and the
same scenario (although the painter was changed from an un-
known Japanese to a famous French man), also showed similar
results. There was no difference in the evaluation of the painting
and the painter between the two conditions (Shiraiwa, 2024).
These findings suggest that people generally appreciate paint-
ings regardless of social norms (e.g., respect for the dead) and
that DPB is an unlikely explanation of Van Gogh’s posthumous

fame.

4. Discussion

It seems then that respect for the deceased, the popularity of
Van Gogh, or any other factors described in the Death Positivity
Bias and the Death Effect do not seem to explain why his paint-
ings have been valued so highly throughout the world. After
reviewing articles by his critics, letters written by him and his
family/friends, and numerous biographies, Heinich (1991) con-
cludes that Van Gogh’s success was inevitable even if he did not
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end his life at age 37. Heinich argues that the value of artworks
is primarily determined by the demand of art collectors and
dealers, and Van Gogh’s paintings were destined to be highly
valued sooner or later regardless. It was his talent and unique
style, not his death, that brought the success.

However, the extent of Van Gogh’s success in the market
seems to go beyond the artist’s peerless talent (e.g., Portrait of
De. Gachet was the most expensive painting in the 20th century
sold at $82.5 million in 1990). Heinich (1991) suggests that it
was numerous posthumous publications, including his biogra-
phies and letters between the artist and Teho, that accentuated
his tragic fate, inadvertently rewrote who and what he was, and
made him a “legend.” This re-imaging of Van Gogh also made
him an ill-fated and unfairly treated “martyr”. His popularity
soared as a result to an unprecedented level among art lovers
and dealers and the general population. It may be this cathartic
status of martyrdom for which people continue to pay a con-
siderable sum of money. In addition, Heinich suspects that the
price of his art pieces would not be this high if he lived longer
as he could have continued producing more paintings.

In summary, Van Gogh’s paintings were destined to be rec-
ognized and sold at high prices regardless. Further, he likely
became a successful artist even if he did not end his life at such
a young age. Two prominent theories—the Death Positivity Bias
and the Death Effect—about the favorable impact that death
has on the deceased fall short of fully explaining Van Gogh’s
posthumous fame. Instead, the primary reason for his unrivalled
“fame and fortune” appears to be his re-drawn image of ill-fated
and unfairly treated genius created by numerous publications
and media after his death.
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