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Foreword





Money has possibly always played a role in the appreciation of art. This became obvious in the 1980s at the latest, when Japanese collectors started acquiring Impressionist works after British pension funds had invested in that area a few years before. Or in the 1990s, when almost everybody started to buy contemporary art. Or at the turn of the millennium, when for the first time the price for a work of art passed the magical threshold of 100 million dollars. Today, the market value of art is generally accepted as a factor in the process of canonization.1 That may be a cause for regret, but it is not likely to change. The comprehensive transparency of market activities enabled by the Internet provides an almost grassroots democratic base to this development, and ensures that it will last. The fact that according to the art market reports of tefaf or art Basel, for decades more than half of the auction prices for works of art worldwide were below 3000 euros, demonstrates at the same time the important role the market plays in the popularization of the arts.2


The growing interest in art markets, their frameworks and foundations, structures and secrets has also increased demand for books on the art market. This handbook is intended to provide an introduction to all those interested in the field and to contribute to transparency, with the hope that the engagement with market systems will become more professional. In the first part, this book will explore the history of the art markets, in the second chapter their structure, followed by a consideration of the legal and economic framework. The fourth chapteris devoted to the objects traded on these markets. Procurement and sales will be the subject of the last two chapters. Supplementary background chapters will highlight certain subjects as well as collecting fields, and in addition, a comprehensive bibliography is intended to invite readers to expand their knowledge—because this is a handbook intended to provide an overview.


My genesis as an author owes a great deal to the influence of four strong women to whom I am very grateful. Kunst ist käuflich, my first published book, appeared in 2009 as a hardback with Rüffer & Rub in Zurich and owed its existence to the entrepreneurial courage and the infectious energy of Anne Rüffer, who discovered me as an author and has continually encouraged me to write. In 2010, with the same publisher, the essay collection Marktplatz Museum: Sollen Museen Kunst verkaufen dürfen? appeared.




The second edition of Kunst ist käuflich is due to Annette Kulenkampff, at the time publisher at Hatje Cantz. Her decision to take on the text from Rüffer & Rub, have it translated into English, and publish it as a revised paperback edition in 2011, has given the book a new life and a significantly broadened readership. Since then, Hatje Cantz has published numerous other texts of mine, including Ein gastliches Kunstwerk: Die Zürcher Kronenhalle und ihre Sammlung.


Her successor Cristina Steingräber has welcomed this legacy and has taken good care of it. She gave me and my subsequent books a home at Hatje Cantz: in 2013, Das abc der Kunstmärkte appeared, in 2014 Helden der Kunstauktion (Auctioneers who made art history), and in 2017, the third edition of Kunst ist käuflich was published.


After all the travails of the pandemic, I found myself back with Hatje Cantz and was able to publish my observations about this time at the end of 2020 under the title Was ist diesmal anders? Wirtschaftskrisen und die neuen Kunstmärkte 1990-2001-2008-2020. I owe that publication as well as this handbook Art and Its Market to their current publisher Nicola von Velsen: it was her idea to bring together the research topics and reportage in this handbook, and to enrich it with up-to-date accounts of the various fields of collecting. The readability and the visual appearance of the book benefitted greatly from Rutger Fuchs’s design, the content from Richard Hagemann’s careful input, and the translation from the work of Brian Currid and Wilhelm Werthern. I owe all of them a huge debt of gratitude.


London, Spring 2024


Dirk Boll
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HISTORY













introduction





That art and its reception are receiving increased attention is reflected in the numbers of visitors of museums, galleries, art fairs, and auctions, and their respective websites. This goes hand in hand with public debates about the social value of the museum and its classical mission, namely collecting, preserving, and researching art. In view of the prices of masterpieces, shrinking public budgets, and the skeptical evaluation of event culture, the discourse is becoming politically controversial, as is amply echoed in the media.


This is because art is for sale. The art market is perceived by many observers as an expanding system that is gaining comprehensive control over the reception of art, gradually overriding the hegemony of museums and the academy. This is especially showcased at the large art fairs and auctions, and how they are reported by the media on all digital channels, which also points to the changes of the power relationships within this market—between the competing distribution systems gallery/art dealers and art auctions on the one hand, but, ever since the digitalization of market systems, also between established market structures and artists marketing their own works, mainly through social media, on the other hand.3


In the last decade of the twentieth century, the technological development of the Internet insured a great degree of transparency in other economic fields, generally through fast data transmission, and above all, however, through the greatly simplified accessibility of information. Such an acceleration can also be observed on the art market, followed by an increase in the number of events. However, for a long time the art market system managed to dominate the flow of information to a large degree. Only the digitalization of the distribution systems for art necessitated by the pandemic has made these markets also more transparent and thus more accessible—and as a consequence also questioned the classic assignation of roles in this market.


This is this book’s point of departure—a portrayal of the structures, the participants, the general conditions and their developments over the past twenty years: an open perspective on the art market.


Even though in their form, the art markets follow traditional rules and laws, they have changed more since the last turn of the millennium than ever before. The auction houses have finally managed to develop from wholesalers to retailers. This was only possible because from the perspective of the buyers, they managed to establish themselves as a third form of distribution in addition to art fairs on the one hand and the gallery system and art trade on the other hand. It became apparent that the art world, at least that part dealing with commercial sales, has in the course of this development become an art industry; an industry that acts like one. Procurement analysis, sales planning, customer service, communication, brand maintenance—there are numerous indications.4 Given the public nature of auctions, they become especially obvious in the case of auction companies, which obviously take on more industrial characteristics the bigger they are—but then, this applies equally to auction companies and to corporate galleries.


What becomes clear here is that the changes in the general framework of the art market have fundamentally challenged assignations of functions, because originally, art auctions were above all a form of intermediate trade, forming the most important supply source for art dealers. Even as recent as before World War II, direct buyers were a clear minority at auctions.


This has changed dramatically. The limited number of artworks hinder modern procurement and sales planning. Since an increase in turnover cannot be achieved by increasing the number of objects for sale, it can only be achieved by broadening demand and the increase in prices linked to that. Growth is thus directly dependent on an increase of direct customers: the increased competition among bidders leads to higher price levels; also, direct customers are not limited by the requirement to buy for a hammer price that will still enable them to resell the item at a profit. This development has brought the distribution systems into direct competition, and since the mid-1980s, the situation between auction houses and art dealers has to be described as one of predatory competition. The art market crises of 1990/91, 2001, 2008/09, and 2020 have exacerbated the situation; the digitization of the early 2020s has pushed this development even more. Especially the large, financially strong auction houses were looking for niches on the markets that they could fill with a range of goods and services of their own. The art dealers who occupy these niches see the foundations of their business increasingly under threat. At the same time, the gallery system is following the example of the auction industry; a few chains that dominate the market are facing a large number of comparatively small individual companies.


Will the changes in the basic framework and foundations of the art market, as well as the expansion of multi-national corporations in the worlds of galleries and auction houses, drive traditional art dealers into market niches? One niche might be on the highest levels and in market areas that due to the increasing scarcity of material don’t allow for other forms of sale, on the other hand those on a lower quality level where due to the average prices auctions don’t make economic sense, and sales through Internet platforms exacerbate the competition of auction companies. Or will we see large corporations linking up, thus overcoming the division between auction and art dealing to join forces, pushing out the smaller companies?




1.1 The Art Markets


The art market that is the subject of this book deals with the fields of fine and applied arts. Between the artists as producers of the goods and the public, there are intermediaries in the art market. The commercial aspect is dealt with by galleries, dealers, and auction houses, while museums serve as intermediaries on the level of content and in the sense of maintaining cultural values and creating social identity. To the extent that art and culture are defined through social discourse, the work of the intermediaries in this second sense is done by the media, art criticism, and art scholarship. Since this discourse also, and indeed mainly, takes place on digital channels, the interested public, the community, is also part of it today.


The art market can be divided into a primary and secondary market. While on the primary market, artists and their galleries sell works for the first time, on the secondary market these goods are resold by a gallery, an art dealer, or an auction house.


In past years and decades, the art market has undergone powerful transformations, and the speed of this transformation is continuously accelerating. There is no model for making prognoses on the development of the art market, there is no instrument for analyzing it. The reasons for this lie in the widespread perception of the business and its structures through the parameters of art rather than those of economics. In an economic analysis, no link between the content and the value of a work of art can be established. In contrast to most other industries, there is little reliable empirical data about the overall turnover of the art market. Public statistics about the art market are rare; they are not specifically recorded by national offices or by the European Union.


Thus, developments on the art market can only be traced by indexes, surveys of participants, and the sales figures of individual companies. In the latter category, only the sales figures of the auction houses can be meaningfully consulted, because the sales numbers of dealers usually describe just micro-structures and are as a rule not publicly accessible—in scholarship, the term used is “spurious precision.”5 Nonetheless, scholarly studies are more than merely descriptive. The European Fine Art Foundation/tefaf (until 2017), Art Basel/ubs, Deloitte, Artnet, or Hiscox: put together by various organizations, these reports have in common that they are forced to operate with a comparatively narrow data base, and thus are of limited informational value.6 They nevertheless offer insights and reveal links that point to new constellations. If we use data from these reports from recent years to draw up an art market diagram, a surprising view of the world emerges. Christie’s and Sotheby’s, which partly due to their media presence appear so dominant, share between them less than 20 percent of the international markets. The share of groups such as Chinese auction houses on the one hand, and regional and local auction companies on the other, is higher. Here we can see how the fragmentation in this field influences public perception. Together with Internet auctions, all auction companies only make up half of all the art markets. Compared to what people commonly think, and the fears of art dealers, these numbers are rather surprising.


We also have to keep in mind that the art market with its turnover of 65 billion dollars in 2023 is still the smallest sub-segment of the cultural industry. The share of the entire art market in the global gdp is at around 1.5 per mill; in his Theories of Surplus Value, Karl Marx called it a quantité négligeable. Nevertheless, art as a commodity is not necessarily a luxury good, but plays a key role in the popularization of the arts: more than half of all transactions in Europe are in regions below 3,000 euros; the companies employ around 2.9 million people worldwide.7




There is another reason why prognoses about the art market’s development are diffuse and of only limited informational value: de facto, this market is the sum of micro-markets that are all subject to their own laws. Certainly, some conditions apply equally to the markets of contemporary art, porcelain, antique furniture, and fine prints, to just mention a few of the submarkets. At the same time, each of these micro-markets is subject to specific influences and fashions. For this reason, it is impossible to make precise predictions about the development of the art market, i.e., the entirety of the various market segments. This is all the more regrettable as the history of the art market is always also economic history, because the stream of artworks traditionally follows economic changes. English collectors in the seventeenth century bought the artworks of the impoverished Italian aristocracy, after the French revolution, artworks that were sold by the republican government found their way to other European countries, just as the big industrialists in the US tried to acquire the treasures of the czars that the Soviet regime sold in order to obtain foreign currency. American collectors were also the main takers of works the English aristocracy had to give up at the end of the nineteenth century, and a hundred years later they sold them to Russian oligarchs, among whom there was great demand around the turn of the millennium, and subsequently they were in turn overtaken by the moneyed elite in mainland China or the gulf region: ars longa!8







1.2 The History of the Art Markets




1.2.1 The Beginnings


The beginnings of the art markets are shrouded in the mists of history. They have their roots in Egyptian and Phoenician trade relations with numerous neighboring peoples. As early as 1500 BC, Egyptian traders brought their goods to Crete. At the same time, the exchange of goods between Europe and Asia was established via the silk road. Works of art were at that time not private property; they adorned temples and altars and belonged to the community. There are no traces of any secular private collecting activity. However, at places of worship in ancient Greece, copies of effigies of gods were sold to the faithful. Artists held only a low rank in the community; those who worked creatively were merely acting as tools of the gods.9


The first important collections were in the cultural sphere of Hellenism and in ancient Rome. Both the kings of Pergamon and the Egyptian pharaohs collected artworks they had bought, received as gifts, or looted, in art chambers. Private collectors, however, only emerged with the rise of the ruling class in Rome. Artworks were spoils of war, and for this reason were exhibited for representative reasons, and later also traded. The high esteem in which especially Greek art was held led to a culture of collecting independent from the representation of military success. At the latest by the time of the emperors, an art collection of one’s own was one of the attributes of the Roman upper class.10


To service this demand, soon a limited art market established itself. For example, there was a street in Rome, Via Iulia, that was known for its density of art trade. The Roman art dealer Iunius Damasippus was famous, less so for the Greek antiquities he sold than for his spectacular bankruptcy.11 We also know of forgeries of such antiquities during that time.12 Art dealing was frequently just a sideline to other commercial activities—“specialized” in the sale of art were above all the artists themselves who offered their own work.13 Nevertheless, the markets seem to have been highly specialized in niches. Collecting objects of art was, even by today’s notions, very exclusive: the prices of sculptures or works of the applied arts reported by Cicero can easily stand comparison with the sums that were paid at auctions at the height of the craze for the art of French ebenistes in the last third of the nineteenth century.14


The term itself, derived from the Latin auctio, or increase, suggests an auction model with ascending bids. The details of such auctions only became known after a spectacular find in 1875 in Pompei: the documents of the Roman banker and auctioneer Lucius Caecilius Iucundus. Not only did he carefully document his business transactions, he also stored his documents securely. His 153 wax tablets were stored in a wooden box that was heavily mounted with metal, which shielded it from the heat of the ash rain. As was the custom in the Roman Empire, these documents were tablets of boxwood that were on one side covered with wax, which could be inscribed with pens. Once the space in the wax area was exhausted, the writing continued on the edges or the verso side of the wooden tablet, with ink. As is to expected, the wax melted in the heat of the volcanic eruption, so that today we learn about individual business transactions above all from the ink inscriptions.15


They provide deep insights into the structure of such a business that reveals surprising parallels to today’s auction business. We know from ancient writers like Pliny, Cicero, or Cato the Elder that objects were auctioned off when an estate was dissolved or the owner couldn’t pay his debts.16 From the time of Augustus onwards, these auctions had a one percent auction tax levied on them. Even then, the seller in such a transaction was represented by a commercial intermediary, the coactor. This activity as intermediary was paid for by the buyer with merces, a fee in the amount of an additional percent. We know from other Roman sources that a sliding scale was used: for transactions below a certain value threshold, a 2 percent surcharge was applied, above it only 1 percent. For objects where the sale required a disproportionate effort in relation to the anticipated price, there were fixed base fees.17 The coactor subtracted all these costs as well as the auction tax from the selling price, and paid the remainder to the seller.


In addition to the coactor, a banker with the title of argentarius was responsible for financial and overall supervision of the auction; these two offices were also often performed by the same person. This supervisory function can be compared to today’s Ammann or hussier, who to this day supervise auctions in Switzerland and France. The argentarius could also lend money to someone interested in buying, and could therefore be compared to today’s guarantor in the concept of a “third party guarantee”18: the banker Lucius Caecilius Iucundus was called such a coactor argentarius.19 The call for bids was issued by the praeco, who also accepted the bid.20 That meant that the tasks of the auctioneer—on the one hand, a neutral party acting as an intermediary between seller and buyer, on the other hand a master of ceremonies of the sale transaction—were here divided between two people.21


These details from Iucundus’ documents demonstrate that auctions were a central part of Roman economic life and were used daily for a rapid turnover of goods. Even though individual steps of auctioneering were distributed to several actors, the main features of one of the central distribution systems of modern art markets were already determined as early as the first century. Even though the appearance and the degree of specialization have changed significantly, the structure of the sale transaction has basically remained the same. The saying about the “archaic competition” in the auction room is not just a metaphor.






Antiquities: Messengers from a Distant Past


Appreciation of antiquities was reawakened in the course of early modern interest in the past. In demand since the Renaissance, up to now antiquities end up in a niche market for mainly Western connoisseurs. Even though the knowledge of Latin and Ancient Greek is continuously declining, due to current, eclecticist trends in collecting that started at the turn of the millennium, interest in the arts of antiquity has increased. Mix & match: the archaic form of Cycladic figures also appeals to collectors of classical modernism, and a Roman or Egyptian bust fits perfectly into an environment characterized mainly by contemporary art. The big price difference that still exists between antiquities and fine artworks from later centuries has been quickly balanced out at least where top objects were concerned.22 The new demand originates frequently from established collectors who have recognized the quality of sculpture from antiquity. Beside the quality of the design and the delicacy of material and execution, an important factor influencing the price is whether the represented god or person can be identified. With sculptures, another factor is the “room power,” which is also frequently described as “sexiness.” Despite great enthusiasm for terracottas or mosaics, collectors of antiquities are still mostly interested in Roman sculptures.23


It goes without saying that museums, reputable dealers and auctioneers will only accept objects that were legally exported. These laws are relevant for the art markets especially because of the export controls of cultural goods, including permit procedures as well as the regulations concerning restitution claims for cultural goods illegally exported from their country of origin. This means that an object should have left its country of origin either before 1970 (the year of the UNESCO agreement) or with an export permit; otherwise, it could be considered an illegal excavation piece.24
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Egyptian limestone group of Mehernefer and his Son, limestone, Old Kingdom, mid-late 5th dynasty, ca. 2,400–2,300 B.C., sold for 6 million pounds (2022)
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Attic, bilingual Hydria, Eastnor Castle Bilingual Hydria, attributed to the potter of the Hypsis Hydria, ca. 520–510 B.C., sold for 906,000 pounds (2022)
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Marble bust of Antinous, Roman Imperial, between 130 and 138 A.D., sold for 24 million dollars (2010)
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Marble Athena head of Vescovali type, late Flavian-early Trajanic, ca. 2nd century A.D., sold for 819,000 pounds (2022)













In fifteenth-century Rome, an extraordinary gesture by a ruler would both fuel and ennoble collecting antiquities. In 1471, Pope Sixtus IV “donated” several ancient Roman bronzes to the city, which had previously been located on the square in front of St. Lateran, and they were moved for this purpose to the Capitoline.


The inscription with which he celebrated this donation mentions not just the sculptures’ outstanding quality, but also dedicates them to the people of Rome, from whose midst they had once (namely in antiquity) come. Quite apart from the almost aggressively displayed “generosity” of a sovereign, the pope recognizes the contemporary citizenry as the descendants of ancient Rome, and at the same time legitimizes collecting antiquities, which could then already be found in numerous Roman households, as instruments and acts of cultural appropriation. This led subsequently to competitive collecting by representatives both of old families and the new aristocracy, and antiquities became required fixtures of the palaces of the Colonna, Orsini, Savelli, Borghese, Medici, D’Este, Farnese, or Della Rovere.25







1.2.2 The Market of the Early Modern Era


After the decline of the Roman Empire and the rise of the Christian church as the culture-determining authority in Europe, artistic production was influenced by the Church to such a degree that there was hardly an art market to speak of.26 The close relationship between Church officials commissioning works and artists generally required no intermediaries. Only over the course of the Reformation did a further demand for information arise that led to an increasing demand for images; this demand was mainly met by dealers who not only sold art objects, but also maintained their own workshops. Gutenberg’s invention of the mechanized printing press created the first mass medium, because in addition to manuscripts and panel paintings, suddenly books and pamphlets became important means of communication.27 At that time, professional artists established themselves who became increasingly independent of church commissions or guild regulations, and whose increasing confidence and assertiveness is reflected in the writings of Albrecht Dürer and Leonardo da Vinci.28


Specialized art dealing only emerged during the Renaissance. In Italy at the end of the fifteenth and in the sixteenth century, ruling families’ passion for collecting was served by a network of (art) agents. The artists at the time worked as a rule exclusively for the courts; only those most in demand could afford to work independently and thus for a range of clients.31 At that time, the auction business was increasingly regulated by the state, most strongly so in France: an edict of Henry II in 1552 created the Huissiers-Priseurs, both court marshals and auctioneers, the only profession allowed to transfer property by auction.32 The exceptional status of this French professional group only ended with the harmonization of EU law in 2001.33






Artists and their portraits


At the beginning of art history, artists were invisible, and in the time of classical antiquity, they had quite a low rank—certainly not high enough to justify (self) portraiture. Only the Renaissance, when professional artists established themselves, gave rise to the idea of buying a work of art because of the painter’s reputation. Subsequently, as a rule paintings were ascribed to famous painters. At a time of slow information flows, archives that were not accessible for private research, and the lack of means of reproduction for images, this practice carried little risk.


With his self-portraits, Genre scenes and images of fauna, Albrecht Dürer was a progressive exception; most artists worked on commissions. This only changed with the Impressionists, a movement that was initially not very successful on the market. This rejection meant that the artists were able to become independent of the taste of potential clients commissioning works, seeing themselves increasingly as independent masters.29


This attitude brought the idea of the artistic genius to the interested public, and this complexity makes self-portraits today sought-after objects in the art markets: as a historical documentation of the person behind the artist and thus not just an artistic product, but also a document of cultural history. It is surely also the personal encounter between collectors and artists that—mediated by a self-portrait—accounts for its special fascination. Over the course of centuries, artists from Rembrandt to Picasso added a very personal note to the self-portrait: for many, it was an instrument to help them establish their work and their name virtually as a brand.30
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Andy Warhol (1928–1987), Self portrait, 1966/67, sold for 8.2 million Dollar (2007)
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Vincent van Gogh (1853–1890), Portrait de l’artiste sans barbe, 1889, sold for 71.5 million dollars (1998)
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Francis Bacon (1909–1992), Self portrait, 1969, sold for 34.6 million dollars (2023)
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Rembrandt Harmensz. van Rijn (1606–1669), Self portrait with Saskia, 1636, sold for 52,500 pounds (2021)











In the Netherlands, a flourishing professional art market existed in the sixteenth and early seventeenth century, aided by the predominant Calvinism, because the Calvinist iconoclasm meant that the church no longer commissioned art, and artists had to look elsewhere to sell their works. As a consequence, not only were (art) trading relationships with all other European countries established, artists also no longer worked exclusively for commissions, but also worked ahead and had works in store. These works were offered in the studios and by art dealers, at an art market in the rooms of the Antwerp stock exchange with more than 100 stands, but at markets and auctions as well, and also as part of lotteries.39


The motifs also changed along with this new demand. The focus of the production was now no longer on traditional biblical subjects, but on popular genre paintings and landscapes, which could be produced more efficiently and cheaply than portraits or still lifes.40 Making these changes was easier for members of this culture partly because the formal ideas of the northern Renaissance were more inclined to allow the representation of everyday objects, whereas southern notions of art integrated every represented person, every object into the work’s higher mythological or otherwise moral subject.41


In the Netherlands, this new way of presenting and selling art led to a an artistic and (art) economic heyday. For the first time, the art market was characterized by an expanding demand from an (admittedly mainly male) mass public. It is believed that in those roughly 150 years of the Golden Age, several hundred artists created ten million paintings.49


In addition to religious freedom, a special economy for this region was responsible for this boom. The foundation for this social situation was wealth based on international trade, which due to the size of the country could not be invested in land. Instead, people invested in mobile goods like textiles of daily life or more lasting movable investment goods such as jewelry, silverware, or tapestries. Together with works of fine art, for centuries the latter were the most expensive furnishings of a household.50


This art market was an anomaly in Europe, and quickly became famous beyond the country’s borders, so that visiting the studio of a Dutch artist became an inherent part of the itinerary of young gentlemen on the Grand Tour.


Such trips served educative purposes, but were also devoted to purchasing luxury goods and marked the coming of age of heirs of large estates. The most popular destination in the seventeenth and eighteenth century was Italy, initially Rome, and after the spectacular discovery of Pompei in 1748 increasingly also Naples. Even though access to the excavation sites was initially very strictly controlled by the Neapolitan royal house, news spread fast, in part due to expensive, but available portfolios of engravings: from all over Europe, archeologists as well as dilettanti travelled there to study this buried world and to divulge their research and what they had experienced.54 Generally, the contemporary notion of collecting, preserving, and researching art, and thus the quintessence of the modern museum, was strongly influenced by this period and these events. It is no accident that the first antiquities acquired by the British Museum were the so-called Etruscan Vases excavated in southern Italy, a collection assembled by Sir William Hamilton, the British ambassador in Naples.55 Classic artifacts, antiquities, small bronzes, and architectural spoils were then collected like art chamber objects had been in the previous century.






Into the Wunderkammer to be Amazed


The tradition of presenting works of art in a room especially designed for that purpose, the so-called art chamber, emerged in the sixteenth century. This cultural-historical phenomenon marks the beginning of modern collecting. After numerous popes of the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries had already collected antiquities, Pope Leo X (1475–1521, pontiff from 1513–1521) appointed his court architect Raffaello Sanzio (“Raphael,”1483-1520) supervisor of the Roman antiquities, and assigned him with the task of coming up with an exhibition concept for the collection in the Villa Madama, begun in 1518. The result was a first mouseion, a “seat of the muses.”34 The so-called studiolo, a cabinet of a prince or princess in his or her apartments, served as storage and for private viewing of small bronzes, coins, or gems. Family archive and treasure chamber, this room was above all a storage space for precious objects, and a private haven. Only the studiolo of Isabelle d’Este (1474–1539) was also a reception room, and therefore furnished artistically and containing objects that belonged into a collection context: it is regarded as the first feudal art chamber. Subsequently, such chambers served not just to exhibit works of art, but also rare found objects, including those found in nature, which lead to the term Wunderkammer or chamber of wonders. There you found taxidermies and animals preserved in formalin, drinking horns and goblets made of silver-mounted conchs and of horns of rhinos or ibex; carvings or turnings of amber, corals, or ivory; complicated clocks and astronomical instruments. All this formed a bizarre and strange assemblage of artefacts signaling the owners’ intellectual curiosity and wealth to those who entered. 35


The fashion petered out in the eighteenth century, even though the Leipzig art dealer C. F. Neickel published his Museographia in 1727, the first memorandum on the classification and conservation of collected items—perhaps the increasing systematization of the arrangement took away its aura.36 Late manifestations of the art chamber are the Green Vault of the Saxon Elector August the Strong in Dresden or the Theatre of Wisdom of the English Queen Charlotte in London; a special case is the Wunderkammer of the Francke’sche Stiftungen in Halle/Saale which was established at the beginning of the eighteenth century purely for teaching purposes.37


Since the turn into the twenty-first century, there has been increasing interest in Wunderkammer objects. Such fashions are never born of themselves, but rather reflect more or less complex intellectual interests present in society as a whole. Whereas in the sixteenth century, it was the disruption of the Ptolemaic system and Nicolaus Copernicus’s discovery that the earth is by no means the center of the universe, today’s society is confronted with similarly pathbreaking developments of the globalization of information and production. Both epochs have in common that new scientific discoveries und political upheavals brought with them new insecurity. This led to a new interest in the scientific and especially physical backgrounds and correlations of the world. The rising demand for art chamber objects reflects this focus. The integration of Wunderkammer artefacts into modern interiors does not just add an exotic and intellectual touch, but also reflects a reawakened interest in an increasingly eclectic way of collecting. It is not for nothing that artworks showing the human skull are once again in great demand, especially as ivory momento mori, but perhaps also as a diamond-encrusted contemporary interpretation by Damien Hirst. The inclusion of objects of natural history in fine art auctions—for the first time at Christie’s New York, where the skeleton of a Tyrannosaurus Rex was included in the evening auction of works of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries in 2020—demonstrates how today’s markets are approaching the practices of the Wunderkammer, offering objects for their rarity.38
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Yves Saint Laurent’s Kunstkammer, designed by Jacques Grange (b. 1944), Paris, 1980s
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Kunstkammer cabinet, designed by Axel Vervoordt (b. 1947), s’Gravenwezel, 1990se
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Renaissance Automation in the Form of an Elephant, gilded bronze and silver, Augsburg, ca. 1600–10, sold for 2.6 million dollars (2021)
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Animalia cabinet, Kunst- and Wunderkammer in the Francke’sche Stiftungen, Halle (Saale), 18th century
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Tash Perrin offers a Tyrannosaurus Rex as a lot at an art auction, Christie’s New York, 2020
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Lucas Cranach the Elder (1472–1553), The Nymph of the Spring, ca. 1540–1545, sold for 9.4 million pounds (2022)
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Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519), Salvator Mundi, ca. 1500, sold for 450.3 million dollars (2017)
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Franz Christoph Janneck (attr., 1703–1761), Immaculata, sold for 5,000 euros (2009)
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Alessandro Filipepi, called Sandro Botticelli (1444/5–1510), Madonna of the Magnificat, first half 1480s, sold for 48.5 million dollars (2022)















Old Masters: A Safe Bet for the Art Markets?


The fear of great volatility—be it in the assignation of authorship or market value—makes Old Master paintings seem a comparatively “safe” area of collecting, perhaps even as an investment. In twenty-first-century markets, new demand regularly emerges even from the circles of collectors of contemporary art. They sometimes consider the latter to be overvalued, and buy on the Old Masters market for quality assured by being in museum collections.42


For the interested public, the demand for old art is surprising, because these paintings often depict unpopular, didactic subjects. The most important areas of the Old Masters market are still Dutch landscapes from the seventeenth century, as well as Italian landscapes and vedute, because to most people, living under a Venetian veduta seems more appealing than under a St. Sebastian. Here, too, the big names function as “brands,” a veduta by Breughel or Canaletto attract greater interest, as the Canaletto prices in the auction of the estate of Paul Allen in November 2022 have demonstrated so clearly. This also explains the demand for works from the Italian High Renaissance that was spurred by the world-record sale of the panel depicting the Salvator Mundi that had been attributed to Leonardo da Vinci, but due to fact that da Vincis are hard to come by, it is now Luini instead of Leonardo (Bernardo Luini, c. 1480–1532) for whose works demand is increasing.
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Roman school, The Rape of Ganymede, ca. 1630–40, sold for 252,000 francs (2008)








Only in recent years have we seen a greater openness and growing private demand for religious topics. Curator Thierry Morel cannot understand that some collectors still have reservations when it comes to religious subjects: “The church was hugely wealthy and patronized many artists. For this reason, the best work by an artist is likely to have a religious subject matter.”43 At the same time, there is also increased interest in early portraits. And in the realm of Old Master paintings, there is a noticeable interest in the minimalistic, which influences the selection of still lifes.


Numerous record prices for Old Masters since the turn of the millennium illustrate their great market potential, and at least at the highest quality level; the disparity between prices for Old Masters and contemporary artists, often lamented by collectors, has decreased, even if the number of top works on offer is, naturally, comparatively low.44 At the same time, art historical research creates a certain dynamic when works are rediscovered or newly attributed. As to the reasons for why top-level works are brought to market, in the field of Old Masters the restitution of paintings from museums is added to the list of reasons that are otherwise of a private nature. This is why we need to add to “death, divorce, disaster” also “rediscovery, restitution, and reattribution.” Rediscoveries and restitutions happen regularly in the field of the so-called masterpieces, which have outstanding significance for this area of collecting. Reattributions result from the research on works that are largely unsigned.45


The growing interest also applies to Old Master drawings and prints. These are often bought by people who can no longer afford oil paintings. A large part of the offerings has comparatively low prices; there are only a few areas of collecting where the gap between the highly competitive market for masterpieces and the work of an unknown lesser master is as visible as it is here.46 This situation means people who are interested in this segment are confronted with a buyers’ market. “We also discovered that Old Masters paintings were not necessarily expensive. That you can buy paintings without being extremely rich,” the Paris collector Edwin Milgrom reminisces about the beginnings of his passion for collecting.47


Perhaps the biggest disadvantage of the Old Masters is that it takes longer to understand them, so that a quick recognition and ranking as with contemporary works is only possible to a limited extent. The art critic Scott Reyburn, however, thinks that a society that now appreciates slowness in issues concerning food should also transfer this to art: “There’s a Slow Food movement. How about Slow Art?”48









Tapestries: More Than a Carpet on the Wall


Tapestry is one of the applied arts with a very long tradition. The name tapestry is derived from the French term tapis, or carpet. These textiles were conceived as art for walls (and by no means for covering floors). Since the Gothic period, they were an important part of interior decorations. In addition to their aesthetic value, they have practical advantages. In large spaces with high ceilings, they served for thermal and acoustic insulation, and were mobile. When the court moved on to a different residence, or citizens to the countryside for the summer, tapestries were taken down, rolled up, and either safely stored or hung at the new site. It wasn’t until the late seventeenth century that tapestries were produced for specific rooms.51


A piece of tapestry is initially conceived as a (painted) design, and then transferred to a weaving model, the so-called cartoon. This cartoon determines the silhouettes of the image and the run of colors; at the loom, the image is then executed in wool and linen (or, especially elegant because of the shine, linen and silk). This work is extremely time-consuming—it takes weavers around two months per square meter.


The rediscovery of the elegant country house style with haute époche furnishings and the renaissance of the Wunderkammer as a design model have ensured a revival on the art markets for tapestry. At least as long as it is woven in a classic style, in calm natural colors, and is suitable as a background for an impressive stately home atmosphere. However, the highest prices are paid for tapestries from the Gothic and Baroque periods.52


Here, the condition plays an important role—sometimes, previous owners have removed borders or segments in order to fit a piece of tapestry into a specific room. In contrast to such a fragment, a tapestry in good condition retains all ornamented border zones. Apart from the subject, provenance can also contribute to the value, which often can be traced by coats of arms woven into them.


The enthusiasm for unusual materials and the newly discovered openness for textiles in interior decorating have also led to demand for modern textile artworks. This is evidenced not only by the prices of embroidery à la Alighiero e Boetti, but also the attention now paid to textiles from the Bauhaus period by Gunta Stölzl or Annie Albers, or contemporary tapestries in that tradition by artists such as Yaakov Agam.53
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Aubusson Tapestry La Tente de Darius, after Charles Le Brun (1619–1690), late 17th century, sold for 23,000 euros (2022)
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William Kentridge (*1955), Peripheral Thought No. 1 (Nose Series), 2015, sold for 151,000 pounds (2023)
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Gothic tapestry, Tournai or Brussels, ca. 1490–1510, sold for 504,000 pounds (2022)
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Bauhaus Weaving Workshop: Tapestry, Dessau, late 1920s, sold for 34,000 pounds (2008)















Architecture Spolia: Stony Messengers From the Past


Spolia are remnants of perished buildings that were placed in a new architectural context. Traditionally these were fragments of building sculptures that were affixed into walls for a permanent presentation—familiar from the streets of Rome, but also on the walls of Schloss Glienicke, the summer residence of Prussia’s Prince Karl just outside of Berlin. Today, the term also covers the use of historical building elements, i.e., the integration of old parts into completely newly constructed buildings. All this recalls the origin of the term: the Latin term for spoils of war, spolium. Taking the architectural decoration from destroyed buildings and reusing it signals two things: that the enemy was rich and therefore important, and that he was defeated. Thus, the first spolia can be found in the villas of Roman generals. At the same time, spolia speak of their origins and thus transfer tradition and significance. This was widespread after changes in power and religion, so that sometimes churches contain spolia from previous heathen buildings.


For centuries, the reuse of building materials was a sensible way of dealing with scarce resources. Even though from the Renaissance onwards, ancient spolia were sometimes offered in the art market, a broad demand for historical elements only emerged in the middle of the eighteenth century. The auction of the estate of the Duke of Chandos in 1747 (with remnants of his country house Cannons in Middlesex) is considered the first auction of historic building materials.56


Sometimes the architecture of the new building referred to these collection objects—a pattern that was repeated in the classicism of the eighteenth and nineteenth century. Sometimes spolia were integrated into the use of rooms, such as in the dining room of the Hôtel d’Aumont in Paris. In the eighteenth century, a Roman sarcophagus was integrated as a cooling basin (rafraichissoir) for bottles.57


Two companies were the leading tastemakers in this field of collecting. In the 1920s, Feau&Cie in Paris started to deal with historical wood panels, which could be more easily adjusted to new measurements than elements made of stone. Especially American museums made use of this and bought entire rooms in order to resurrect them as backgrounds for their collections—the “period rooms” at the New York Metropolitan Museum are famous for the quality of their wall-mounted fitments. How well wooden floors, tiles, and other elements of historic houses can fit into modern buildings has been demonstrated by the Belgian art dealer Axel Vervoordt ever since the 1990s. Every year, his booth at TEFAF in Maastricht shows how the breath of history can be brought into a (sometime) brand new home.58
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Walnut, oak, and cherrywood parquet floor, France 1st half of the 19th century, sold for 8,100 euros (2012)
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Prometheus plaque, England ca. 1800, sold for 1,500 pounds (2022)










[image: ]




English marble and jasper mantelpiece, ca. 1750, sold for 38,000 dollars (2017)
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Armand Albert Rateau (1882–1938), Marble bath, 1924–1925, sold for 62,000 euros (2013)













From the seventeenth century, the (mainly English) “grand tourists” constituted an important client base for the continent’s art markets, with the exception of the time when Oliver Cromwell (1599–1658, governed 1652–59) ruled, whose Puritan laws forbade all imports of art from abroad.59 Impressions from these tours were not least the basis for people’s activity as collectors after they returned home; and thus a highly specialized and strong art market emerged in London. 60 But not just originals from classical antiquity were traded there, famous sculptures at the Vatican were also reproduced in large numbers and numerous materials to adorn British country house libraries.61 Paintings and sculptures in the reception rooms at the residences of the English aristocracy in the eighteenth century were not just meant to demonstrate intellectual curiosity and attest to the owners’ travels and collection activities, but also indicate the moral validity of these historical societies.62 Soon it became indispensable to own an art collection for prestige reasons. Due to the beginning dominance of the state over European trade, large amounts of money came into the country; while the Italian aristocracy impoverished and had to sell their possessions, the English aristocracy established itself on the buyers’ side.63


The bourgeoisie increasingly became a target for the art trade. With a population of 676,000 around 1750, London was the largest city in the world.64 From the middle of the century onwards, London and Paris far outranked all other European cultural centers, not least because, the extremely increased demand from the well-off middle classes had to be met in addition to the requirements of the royal courts in both cities.65 Whereas people interested in art traveled to the sites of classical antiquity, buyers of art traveled instead to London and Paris in the early eighteenth century. The art trade adapted to this with a new openness: shops invited customers to enjoy the art and spend time there, thus becoming increasingly places of intellectual exchange and an intellectualization that crossed social strata.66


Thus, the 1760s became a turning point in England. After the establishment of the Royal Academy, the first Annual Exhibitions fostered both the enjoyment of art and the art trade. The rivalry between the markets in London and Paris influenced the prices of works of art,67 and this in turn had consequences for the auction business: in 1674, Auktionverket was founded in Stockholm, the first auction house that still exists today, in 1707 the Dorotheum in Vienna followed, initially as a state-run pawn shop. The London auction house Sotheby’s, established in 1744, looked quite different then, because only books were auctioned there until the twentieth century.68


James Christie established his company, which specialized in paintings, silver, and furniture in 1766, making it the oldest art auction house in the world. His premises in the elegant London neighborhood St. James’s, the home of the art trade, quickly became a meeting point for the elite. James Christie was the first to transform auctions from events to facilitate the exchange of money for goods into social events—events that were cherished for their entertainment value and which facilitated the enjoyment of art and intellectual conversations. He was not just a good promoter of his goods—it was not accident that he was caricatured as the “king of epithets”—but with his auction previews he created a platform where people, without regard of social rank, could engage with fine art and meet the like-minded—many years and indeed decades before this became the mission of a publicly financed museum landscape.






Grand Tour Objects: Reverence for the Greatness of the Past


During the seventeenth century, it became common for young gentlemen to complete their education and refine their taste on a Grand Tour through Europe. For almost 300 years, the young heirs to European realms or large fortunes traveled to Paris, Venice, Florence, and above all to Rome and Naples. Depending on their age, they were sometimes accompanied by their wives, but usually the gentleman traveled alone. Visits of universities and ministries were rounded off by the study of museums and galleries, which awakened in many the desire to start their own collections. Crates with acquisitions were regularly shipped home and became the foundations not just of collections, but also of local art market structures.


Until well into the eighteenth century, antiquities and works by painters like Claude Lorrain or Canaletto were collected that depicted the places visited on the Grand Tour, or used the places seen in reality as set pieces for arcadian scenes. The Forum Romanum was the perfect staffage for an arcadian landscape. Subsequently, northern European stately homes were increasingly furnished with views of an idealized vision of the south, which in turn influenced the next generation of grand tourists. Traveling to the objects of study from classical antiquity increasingly became viewing originals that were quite familiar from depictions.


With the Enlightenment, attitudes changed. The improvement of domestic academies made the knowledge of foreign societies seem less significant. The trip became a lucullan inspection of the unfamiliar, and travelers tended to be rich aristocrats rather than the heirs to thrones. Purchasing behavior changed in line with this. The new tourists were also fond of contemporary souvenirs in a classical style, and thus in addition to a statue from antiquity, an ink well in a classical sarcophagus shape would be bought: from that point onwards, no desk without a miniature bronze of Trajan’s Column. These objects are similar to today’s souvenirs: without purpose, anonymous, and produced in large numbers with materials typical for the region. Then as today, a highly desired, but purposeless ornament for a chest of drawers that could not really be considered art.
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Laocoön and his Sons, group, after the antique, bronze, Roman, 2nd half 17th century, sold for 227,000 dollars (2023)
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Francesco Righetti (1780–1852), Ormolu, white marble and semi-precious hardstone-inlaid center table, marble top attributed to Giacomo Raffelli (1753–1836), Rome or Milan, ca, 1800–1810, sold for 1.5 million dollars (2023)
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Grand Tour objects, specimen marble, Italy ca. 1820, sold for 12,000 dollars (2012)
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Giovanni Antonio Canal, called Canaletto (1697–1768), Piazza San Marco, Venice, ca. 1730/1731, sold for 10.5 million dollars (2022)















Pompei Under a Cold Sky: Neoclassicism as a Global Trend


Around the middle of the eighteenth century, the elegant world started once again to take an interest in the art of ancient Greece and Rome. One reason may have been that people had grown tired of the exuberance of the Rococo and were looking for a new way of designing buildings, interiors, and everyday objects. A further trigger for the new fashion were the reports of the discovery and subsequent excavations of the cities Pompei and Herculaneum that were buried by the eruption of Vesuvius in AD 79. The findings revealed unprecedented details about life in antiquity and many of the murals, sculptures, vases, and bronze equipment were published in splendid copper engravings. The reports of travelers to Italy such as Johann Wolfgang von Goethe and Johann Joachim Winkelmann increased the yearning for ancient art. Especially Winkelmann’s report that Roman antiquity had been decisively influenced by Greek culture distinguished the Neoclassicism from the first wave of enthusiasm in the early modern period, because the Renaissance was above all an Italian style referring back to Rome. The simple and rigorous canon of forms abbreviated by Winkelmann as “noble simplicity, quiet greatness” became an ideal in both the applied and the fine arts. It is important to note that this was not just a fashion in design, but rather an Enlightenment concern to improve sensibility for form and taste through an understanding and imitation of antiquity.71


Even more than had been the case for the Renaissance or the Baroque, Neoclassicism became an international style of tectonic, graphic, and clear design that was followed throughout Europe. This means that its formal vocabulary became part of almost every nation’s cultural heritage: from Stockholm to Naples, from St. Petersburg to Washington, DC. This is today an important reason for the demand for works and objects in a classical style. But here, too, we can make out regional differences. Whereas typically German manifestations such as the national version of Louis-Seize mocked as Zopfstil or the Viennese Biedermeier have taken a step back after having been in great demand for many years, the richer classicism prevalent in Russia now has many fans, especially in the US.
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Giovanni Volpato (1733–1809), Logge di Rafaele nel Vaticano: Pilaster No. 9, 1776, colored copperplate engraving, sold for 1,600 euros (2012)
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Joseph Baumhauer, called Joseph (d. 1772), Writing table (bureau plat), ca. 1765–1772, sold for 2.3 million euros (2022)
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Georges Jacob (1739–1814), Sofa from Louis XVI’s Salon des Jeux at Saint Cloud, ca. 1785, sold for 530,000 dollars (2023)
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Rundell, Bridge & Rundell (active 1797–1843), Set of four candelabra, ca. 1800, gilded bronze, sold for 164,000 euros (2022)













By selling the art collection of George Walpole, which the latter had inherited from his grandfather, the British prime minister, to the czarina Catherine the Great, in a discreet, initially non-public transaction, he probably also made the first private sale by an auction house.69 In its auctions, in addition to historical works of art, the company offered mainly contemporary production; the choice of the business premises was owed to the fact that numerous artist’s studios were in the neighborhood. This paid off, because quite a few studio and estate sales took place at Christie’s.70


The French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars strengthened London as a place for auctions, because the émigré aristocracy were forced to sell their only movable possessions, their art and their jewels. Important continental collections were sold between 1790 and 1820 in London: the collections of the Calonne, Conti, Lafitte, Orléans, and as highpoint the jewels of the Countess Du Barry at Christie’s and the Collection Talleyrand at Phillips.72 At the same time, numerous art dealerships were established, such as the Old Masters specialists Colnaghi and Sulley and in 1817 the gallery Agnew, which also sold works of art saved from the French Revolution to British collectors.73 Even then, art dealers recognized the greater reach of auction houses; especially European players from the continent supplied large numbers of works to London auctions which they could not (or not any longer) sell themselves.74


One consequence of the French Revolution was a decoupling of fashions in collecting. Whereas in France, the desire was to shape the future, and a new calendar began with the year 1, in England an interest in the country’s own history deepened, which for the first time was thematized in mass media such as fine prints, books, or entertainment formats, and thus became accessible to a broader public.75 The elite started to collect artifacts of the deposed monarchy from the neighboring country. Even as Prince of Wales, the later George IV was keenly interested in (or, according to some contemporaries, “obsessed by”) objects with a royal French provenance. Many of the items he bought for his collection originated from members of the Bourbon family or its direct entourage, for example works from Madame de Pompadour’s collection.76


In Paris, on the other hand, the ancien régime was not just out of fashion, but also politically inacceptable. The art trade therefore created a market for unsellable objects by exporting them. Only after the fall of Napoleon I was there also an interest in historic epochs and styles in France, led by the kings of the restoration, who in their ways of representation looked back to the first Bourbon king Henri IV in terms of style and iconography, surrounding themselves with a mixture of historical objects and contemporary recreations “in the old style.” 77


In the end, the release of objects through the French Revolution had the effect that perhaps for the first time in the history of collecting, charming objects that had little intrinsic value were sold. Honoré de Balzac’s Le Cousin Pons, published in 1847 as a serial novel, shows this new form of art reception and collecting: the object appeals to the connoisseur, indeed, it “speaks to him” (with Balzac it is always “him”), and in this conversation, which will lead to desire and in the best case to a purchase, suddenly aspects like authenticity or provenance, even “charm,” play a bigger role than art historical significance—the birth of “bric-a-brac.”78


That Christie’s and Sotheby’s today dominate in the media should not obscure the fact that at all times, numerous competitors have also offered their services to potential clients. In the eighteenth century, in London alone there were around 60 other auction houses and 200 independent auctioneers.79 London auctions only took place during the city season from September to May. Once society left to spend the summers in the country, the auction business also stopped. “Cherries red, trade dead” was true not just for the art business.


It is not easy to represent this market in numbers as an economic system. The price that August iii, Elector of Saxony and King of Poland paid in 1754 to acquire the Sistine Madonna seems to have been a kind of world record for the period—at least if we believe contemporary commentators who considered the 8,500 pounds to be extraordinary.80







1.2.3 Early Expertise


During this period, the working methods of the art trade changed significantly. Until the mid-eighteenth century, paintings were always attributed to famous painters in order to increase the likelihood of a sale—almost all Old Master paintings on offer were declared to be works by Rembrandt, Veronese, Titian, etc. Only around 1740 did the London art dealer Arthur Pond begin to note on the back of every painting sold by him whether it was, in his opinion, really by the painter to whom it was attributed. This practice lent him a credibility that turned out to be a great advantage and was immediately copied by others. This development was in line with the lexicographic and encyclopedic spirit of the age, and its literalization. It led to the emergence of sales catalogues, whose authors were declared to be experts capable of vouching for the quality and genuineness of the wares on offer.81 At the same time, in France the art dealer Jean Baptiste Pierre Le Brun started to think about the discovery of forgotten artists from earlier epochs. Married to the court artist Elisabeth Vigée Le Brun, the portraitist of Marie Antoinette, he had an insider’s knowledge of all important aspects of the contemporary art world: production, distribution, and reception, as well as reliable reports about the opinion leaders at court—the art historian Harriet Häußler calls the two “the first power couple of the art world.”82 Le Brun recognized that many artists are unknown, but nevertheless in terms of quality equal to their more famous colleagues. This insight changed the role of art dealing significantly. While hitherto art dealers had been mainly just salesmen, in the best case with expertise in their field, now the possibility of art historical research arose—and of speculation, since it was possible to recognize a good painting and possibly buy it for a low price, then write an expert opinion and sell it for a high price. The power to define works that this expertise gave to the players on the art markets was only challenged in the second third of the nineteenth century, when the first museums as well as the first scholarly art historical publications took it upon them to make background knowledge available to a broader public.83






Napoleon’s Veneration on Coffee Cups: Egyptomania


The uses of Egyptian motifs are numerous in the architecture of the West. Their use is not necessarily reminiscent of the African country itself; after Egypt was conquered by the Romans and obelisks and other antiquities had been pillaged, the archaic forms were integrated into the European cultural heritage.


The reception of Egyptian art began as part of a general fashion for exoticism in the early seventeenth century, but Egypt became an important resource for Western art only with the beginning of Napoleon Bonaparte’s campaign in 1798. The general’s veneration for the millennia which the pyramids had witnessed went hand in hand with an antiquarian-romantic curiosity of the readers back home and caused a collective shudder in view of this great past. This campaign was not just a military one, it also served economic and scholarly purposes. The campaign’s non-military participants were led by Dominique Vivant-Denon, who upon his return became the director of the Paris Museum of Art, which later became the Louvre. In this way, in addition to the first reports of the enterprise’s military successes—which quickly ceased—reports about Egypt’s antiquities came to Europe that were so detailed that between 1809 and 1828, a multi-volume Description de l’Egypte was possible. In 1817 the grave of Pharaoh Seti I was discovered, the first grave found intact and documented by scholars.87 The impact on the art of the time was considerable. Egyptian culture became a popular topic in the fine arts. Above all, however, it provided an inexhaustible wealth of forms, new and exotic, of which the leading ebeniste and bronzing workshops as well as porcelain manufactures availed themselves. In almost all areas of life, new forms were developed that were modeled after sarcophagi or canopic jars and decorated with hieroglyphs. The latter were only deciphered three decades after Napoleon’s return, so that most of those used by the artisans were nonsense combinations, designed only to be decorative. At least in the early phase of this fashion, the objects with their rigorous architectural structure and rather spare decoration corresponded with the stylistic rules of classicism then dominant in Europe. Today, the market trend for artworks in an Egyptian style is above all driven by the development away from an (interior decorating) ensemble and towards the decorative single object; the price level profits from the demand from the Islamic part of the world, seeking in the collecting field “Egypt” above all historical representations of the African continent.
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Pendule with Sphinx, Paris ca. 1870–1880, burnished bronze, marble, and onyx, sold for 3,600 francs (2010)
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Armchair with mother-of-pearl and ivory inlays, ca. 1920, sold for 4,800 dollars (2017)
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Pair of porcelain centerpieces, Paris ca. 1805–1815, sold for 17,500 pounds (2012)
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Tête-à-tête, Vienna, 1799–1802, sold for 21,000 euros (2018)















Not, or Not Just, the Emperor’s New Clothes: The Art of the Empire


Even though between 1770 and 1830, Neoclassicism was the dominant style in Europe, in addition to regional differences, we can also make out individual, sometime parallel phases of the style. Whereas the first objects of the “transition” still had a late-Baroque outline to which classical forms were added, a phase with a more archeological orientation followed, initially (and erroneously) described as “Etruscan.” After the French Revolution, the main point of reference became the Roman Republic, whereas under Napoleon the Roman Empire was the style model which the French empire tried to emulate. For private rooms, a more reduced style became prevalent, known as Biedermeier. But even when historicizing trends had long replaced the trends of classicism, for public representative buildings, the empire style remained dominant into the 1850s.


This style was largely the product of three figures: Napoleon, who saw it as an ambassador of French culture and his empire, and who therefore not only propagated it emphatically, but also controlled it down to the smallest details. The actual creators were the court architects Charles Percier and Pierre-Francois-Léonard Fontaine, who developed a splendid, imperial variant of classicism which they published in their work of engravings Recueil de décoration intérieure. This publication became a powerful and influential model. The magnificent furnishings and decors of the new monarchies created by Napoleon, which he either staffed with family members or used as rewards for trusted allies, were part of this PR strategy: in their princely representation, the Bonapartes used instruments familiar from the Habsburgs or Bourbons. Formally plan, magnificent, architectonic, but also appearing heavy and burdensome, objects of the empire were often seen as a banal display of imperial pomp. Today’s collecting trend for eclectic interior design, for eye-catchers, has increased demand, especially since in the new markets in the Middle East there is a different attitude to magnificence and opulence.




[image: ]




Lorenzo (1783–1839) and Dionisio Santi (b. 1784 or 1786), Empire center table, ca. 1803–1806, sold for 479,000 euros (2022)
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Pierre-Phillippe Thomire (1751–1843), Pair of candelabra, ormolu, Paris ca. 1810, sold for 71,000 pounds (2004)
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Adam Weisweiler (attr., 1746–1820), Commode a l’Anglaise, Paris ca. 1800, sold for 126,000 euros (2022)
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Sevres ormolu-mounted powder lavender and gold-ground vase (Vase ‘Lagrenee’, 1ere Grandeur), ca. 1805/1806, sold for 150,000 dollars (2021)















Neogothic: The Middle Ages for Everybody


As early as the eighteenth century, England was taken by a Romantic turn to the Middle Ages, and subsequently the European continent as well. The new enthusiasm for Gothic, the “Gothic Revival,” was not just a fad of the eccentric British aristocracy. Towers and battlements were also an expression of a fear of changes in society. Gothic Revival as a style could thus be used not only as a decorative design element, but also politically: Neogothic buildings have to be seen in this context as symbols of old feudal liberties and the tradition of aristocratic participation in governance.91


At the same time, this fashion determined the set-up of the entire living environment. The advent of industrialization helped to adorn even the most mundane everyday tools with intricate ornamentation. Romantic settings and views became newly popular, and the Middle Ages determined the subjects of paintings as much as the design of clothing. Thus, the gothic style became a pool to draw on for design, a formal repertory of elements that could always be reassembled and combined in new ways. This vocabulary had the advantage that on the one hand it evoked the past, but on the other hand it contained a new, open range of potential uses. It was possible to design one’s interior entirely in the Gothic revival style, from the front door to the bathrooms.


The rediscovery of the Gothic was by no means limited to architecture or the fine arts. Horace Walpole’s novel The Castle of Otranto established a genre that reaches into our present. The castle is not just the background for a ghostly plot, but rather an integral part of the novella—dark, disturbing, claustrophobic, and it isolated its inhabitants from the exterior world. Even if Daphne du Maurier’s novel Rebecca first comes to mind, Bram Stoker’s Dracula and F.W. Murnau’s film Nosferatu also belong to the same tradition. Even today, there are still “gothic works” to be found in the fine arts, music, and fashion. At the latest when Siouxie Sioux characterized her music in the late 1970s as “gothic,”, the term established itself as the description of a subculture that identifies itself with black make-up and cemetery decorations, and is characterized by an introverted basic attitude of negation. The current neogothic art-works by Wim Delvoye or indeed the credenza with little towers in a shabby chic style seem much more cheerful.
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Horace Walpole (1717–1797) and Richard Bentley (1708–1782), Pair of mahogany chairs, England 2nd half 18th century, sold for 32,000 pounds (2009)
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Library cabinet, England, 2nd half 19th Century, sold for 150,000 euros (2002)
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Martin & Hall (active 1820–1936), Victorian toast rack, Sheffield 1877, silver, sold for 1,200 pounds (2014)
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Set of pendule and candelabra, France ca. 1840, ormolu, sold for 9,800 euros (2009)













The emergence of public museums and Kunstvereine (art associations) were the central condition for establishing the first art market structures in Europe that could be called modern.84 The museum in the Louvre, established in 1793, was the first institution that defined the four missions of a museum—collection, conservation, research, and mediating—that are still valid today, and functioned, according to Voltaire, as a temple of good taste.85 Since the Louvre collected old art, however, the first institution for contemporary art was established in 1818 at the Palais du Luxembourg. In the meantime, the Louvre had quickly become the largest hoard of works of art, as result of the French Republic’s and later the empire’s wars of conquest. Already during the campaign in Italy in 1796, Napoleon had started to pillage art for the public museum of his dreams. This was the beginning of one of the greatest looting of history. After the defeat of the empire, a large part of the artworks was restituted.86


At the same time, history and antiquities associations emerged, initially in Germany, through which the bourgeoisie could for the first time participate in publicly collecting and exhibiting art. Frequently, these associations also directly supported art production by using their membership fees to acquire works that they then raffled off among their members. Through all these forms of participation, private interest in art and in collecting it also grew in a bourgeois milieu.88 As a consequence, a large part of the demand came from collectors who had not inherited any art or furniture, but for whom collecting meant a form of self-cultivation.89


With the bourgeoisie’s growing economic power, demand on the art markets also grew. With the first World Fair in London’s Crystal Palace in 1851, which tried, in the manner of the Wunderkammer, to answer aesthetic questions like interior decoration of the haute bourgeoisie with works of beaux arts as well as arts utiles with historical styles, the concept of a commodities fair was born, which has grown into the art and antique furniture fairs of the twenty-first century.90







1.2.4 The Modern Art Market


The art market in its current iteration has its roots mainly in three almost simultaneous developments: the economic rise of the United States since the War of Independence, the changes in British inheritance laws in the second half of the nineteenth century, and the influence of the Impressionists in France.92 Due to the flooding of the European market with cheap American wheat, the income of the land-owning classes in Europe were massively reduced. With more and more bankruptcies, the rules of inheritance were changed in order to enable families to rescue their estates by selling their art treasures. Before 1882, the ownership rights to the ground and the mobile property lay not with the head of the family; rather, every family member was a fiduciary of the estate. The purpose of this rule was to avoid large estates being broken up. The Settled Lands Act made it possible for the chancery to take out single assets in order to save real estate.


The largest auction of 1882, the auction of the inventory of Hamilton Palace, the seat of the Dukes of Hamilton, at Christie’s, demonstrates how the development of judicial rules and an increasingly international clientele changed the market profoundly.93 The Act opened the door of the London auction rooms for the riches of the English upper classes. At the same time, the economic rise of the United States had already advanced to such a degree that rich US-American collectors could acquire these goods on offer in Europe.


The followed three decades are often described as the golden age of art dealing; they are characterized by the high esteem in which the art of the French cabinet makers, the ébénistes, was held.94 The prices, remarkable from today’s perspective, which were paid for works of the applied arts—also and especially at the auction of the inventory of Hamilton Palace—were calculated by the current cost for the production of replacements.95 These were not just theoretical costs; copies of historic pieces of furniture were produced and sold. The passion for objects that equipped an interior in the then classic French style only declined after World War I—in favor of the fine arts.


In addition to the passing of the above-mentioned law, the year 1882 also marks the beginning of the official recognition of the French Impressionists, previously regarded as madmen who had declared war on beauty. In that year, Manet was made a Chevalier de la Légion d’Honneur, and Cézanne was admitted for the first time to the Paris salon of the Académie des Beaux-Arts, which had been the most important presentation site as well as sales platform for contemporary art. In 1882, the group show, that had been established in 1874 as a counter event to the official salon, presented exclusively Impressionist works.96


With the Impressionists, modernism begins on the art market. This is not because these works were later to achieve especially high prices but because the movement was initially not very successful. Because the established ways of distribution did not work due to the rejection of this art, the painters had to look for alternative ways to sell their works. Selling through art dealers (rather than producing by order) was the solution. Because of the rejection by established society, the artists made themselves independent of their taste, and thus of academicism.


This led to the artists understanding themselves as autonomous, and to the notion that art is undefinable. This view also raised the status of the world of art dealing, because its actors had access to the genius, which they could pass on to others through explanation and education.97 Another result of this development is that since then, it is mainly state institutions that determine what counts as art: the ruling art is the art of the rulers.98


Around 1900, the center for contemporary art around 1900 was Paris. Apart from the leading dealer Paul Durand-Ruel, initially there were just two galleries that also exhibited contemporary works: Ambroise Vollard and Berthe Weill.101 But in 1907, Daniel-Henry Kahnweiler, who had grown up in Stuttgart, opened his gallery. Through his friendship with Pablo Picasso and Juan Gris, it quickly became a center of an artist group. The gallerist uncoupled (at least temporarily) his artists’s income from current sales by paying them a regular salary—the accounts were settled at the end of the year. Though linking up with dealers in London, Düsseldorf, or New York, Kahnweiler built up a network of galleries.102 The art of Impressionism had to face the hard test of an auction for the first time in 1921, when Kahnweiler’s private collection was sold in Paris for the payment of reparations. In London, the first Picasso was auctioned off in 1937—by Christie’s, where a woman’s portrait was sold for 157 pounds. 103






Art-historical Significance Counts: The Renaissance of Impressionism


To this day, exhibitions with Impressionist works are hugely popular. It is however not just the programs of international institutions that indicate the ongoing interest in this movement. Since the 1980s, the art of Impressionism has again and again worked as a market engine. This penchant corresponds to an attitude prevalent in society generally—just as in the nineteenth century Renaissance art was collected enthusiastically, at the end of the twentieth century the focus was on the cheerful, sunny, and paradisical Impressionist paintings. World record prices like those of Vincent van Gogh’s (strictly speaking Post-Impressionist) Portrait of Dr. Gachet, auctioned off for 82.5 million dollars at Christie’s in New York, have fueled demand in this field and at the same time represented the general boom. Even though Dr. Gachet was able to maintain its place as the most expensive work of art of all times for more than 15 years, in the years after 2000 it was above all contemporary art where price levels rose most visibly.99


After the price adjustment for young art during the financial crisis of 2008, classic Impressionism once again took on its old role as the center of gravity at the top of the market. A large section of the clientele pays attention to art historical significance, appreciating that a work has been tested by the market before adding it to their collections. This means that the price level of Impressionist works turns out be quite stable, also thanks to the growing demand of collectors in Asia. In the twenty-first century, around 40 percent of all acquired works of Impressionism are bought by collectors from Asia. However, it is clear that the separation between top works and medium quality in this genre divides the market mercilessly.100 Specifically, Asian collectors of the first hour quickly learned to use the means available to them “economically” and to limit themselves to high quality, as that is less subject to price fluctuations. Record prices for museum works are the consequence. The regained symmetry between market development and art historical valuation can in the end only stabilize the market, because it protects the market from its tendency towards acting speculatively on momentary impressions, thus creating trust.
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Georges Seurat (1859–1892), Les Poseuses, Ensemble (Petite version), 1888, sold for 1 million dollars (1970) and 149 million dollars (2022)
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Claude Monet (1840–1926), Nymphéas, 1907, sold for 56.5 million dollars (2022)
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Berthe Morisot (1841–1895), Julie reveuse, 1893/94, sold for 3.2 million dollars (2022)
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Pierre-Auguste Renoir (1841–1919), Femme nue à sa toilette, 1913, sold for 3.9 million dollars (2016)













One of the first successful dealers of the contemporaries in Germany was Paul Cassirer, who was also managing director and later president of the Berliner Sezession. In his gallery he showed French impressionists, but also Max Liebermann and Ernst Barlach.104 Unlike the “centralistic” countries in Europe, in Germany the work of presenting and selling contemporary art in Germany took place in major German cities: mainly in Munich, Düsseldorf, Hamburg, and Berlin.


Joseph Duveen was considered the most successful dealer of old art; he had come to New York in 1886 as a sixteen-year-old immigrant. After a brief apprenticeship with his uncle, the art dealer Henry Duveen, he opened a gallery in the direct vicinity of the Waldorf Astoria Hotel, which was even then the meeting point of the city’s wealthy elite. Duveen’s trade strategy was to buy up complete collections. This way, interested buyers could not calculate the dealer’s buying price, and therefore his margin.105 When he bought publicly at auctions, he did not hesitate to buy at record prices, since this made him well-known as well as increased the value of pieces that were already part of his inventory. He also managed to convince numerous industrialists of the idea of a US-American national foundation, and this tempted them to collect more—the railway, coal, steel, newspaper, car, oil, and bank millionaires saw the purchase of masterworks of European art as an opportunity to immortalize their names. The idea of a national foundation led to the establishment of the National Gallery of Art in Washington in 1937.


The markets of those years were still characterized by Old Masters and even more the sale of decorative arts.106 Into the 1920s, the most expensive traded works were not paintings, but objets d’arts; in 1929 the highest hammer price for a painting was a portrait by Van Dyk at Christie’s, which was sold for 17,850 pounds. In the same season, also at Christie’s, a manuscript from the fourteenth century, the Luttrell Psalter, was sold for 35,000 pounds, and the famous Portland Vase for 30,450 pounds. At Sotheby’s, on the other hand, a watercolor of Mont Sainte-Victoire by Paul Cezanne was sold for 400 pounds. That in the same year, Andrew Mellon bought a group of paintings from the St. Petersburg Hermitage for 1.4 million pounds does by no means reflect the commercial daily routine of those years, but rather the extraordinary nature of the situation of this museum sale.107 Most art dealers of this period offered both works of fine and decorative arts.108


The first global plunge on the art market took place after October 24, 1929, the “Black Thursday.” Sotheby’s and Christie’s explored the possibility of merging. The subsequent recession of the 1930s was to continue for a large part of the art market until the end of World War II.109 The war had two important effects: London was strengthened as a market place, because Paris, the most important competition, was occupied by the German army. New York City became the center of contemporary art because important artists had emigrated there.110 Many people interested in art, as well as artists, flocked around an artist and gallerist who brought together the avantgardes of Europe and the United States, and who described herself as an “art addict”: Peggy Guggenheim. Thanks to an inherited fortune and business experience with a gallery in London (Guggenheim Jeune), she was able to open her gallery Art of This Century in New York City in 1942, where she showed artists like Pollock, Ernst, Grosz, Picabia, Gris, Motherwell, Rothko, Calder, and de Kooning until 1947.111







1.2.5 Post-War Developments


In the first years after the war, New York replaced Paris as the home of the avantgarde; numerous galleries were established, among them Leo Castelli’s. From 1957 onwards, he looked after the majority of the important contemporary artists at the time, from Rauschenberg and Johns via Stella and Twombly to Lichtenstein. One reason for his popularity among artists was his introduction of the “European system” after Kahnweiler’s model; he also paid his artists a monthly salary. The cultural elites of the western industrial nations started to travel regularly to New York in order to learn about the latest developments. And vice versa, traces of the American way of life were now evident everywhere in Europe; initially due to the occupation, later due to far-reaching trade relationships. These were especially obvious in Switzerland; there were American cars on the streets, and in New York galleries one could encounter Swiss collectors and the museum directors of the time.


After the war, the commercial aspect of the contemporary art world in Germany had a difficult and late start. Countless artists and market players had emigrated between 1933 and 1945. Nevertheless, the first private galleries opened in the big cities in the 1940s and especially in the 1950s, with a focus on the Rhineland.112 This was not least due to the economic upswing of that region. The most important auctions of modern art, which during the Third Reich had been banned and could not easily be bought, took place at the Stuttgarter Kunstkabinett, where from 1947 to 1962 Roman Norbert Ketterer, who was also the executor of Ernst Ludwig Kirchner’s estate, auctioned off mainly works of German Expressionism.113


In 1955, the first Documenta took place in Kassel. Originally conceived as a way to introduce the art of modernism to the public after what in Germany was often called “the dark years,” it has by now developed into the largest exhibition of contemporary art in the world.114 For the art market, the exhibition was not just important because it led to a broad public engaging with modern art. For the works exhibited, Documenta serves as a preliminary step on the way into a museum, which to this day affects (at least temporarily) the prices of works by artists participating in Documenta; the format functions as a pacesetter for the entire art world.115


It took the London auction houses longer than other industries to discover the worlds beyond the channel and the Atlantic ocean, but in the 1950s they opened their first branches on the European continent and became competitors for established regional auction houses. Because in those times it was assumed that potential clients would independently find works that were on offer in London, the expansion of the European networks initially served mainly to improve supply. American collectors were soon looked after by branches in New York, which accelerated the opening up of this market. In 1964, Sotheby’s took over the leading American auction house Parke Bernett so that the company could also hold auctions there. Christie’s followed suit only in 1977, when it opened its own auction room in Manhattan. In less than 20 years, the auction houses built up a global network of auction rooms and branch offices, which enabled them to adjust as quickly as enterprises in other industries to changes in the art market and national trends in collecting.116


With the appearance of a new generation of buyers, a new interest in the art of Impressionism became evident. The first buyers who made that turn to the art of the late nineteenth century were US-American collectors who were fascinated by the idea of artists rebelling against society. To this day, they find courtly art less interesting than the myth of bohemia; they prefer works of the “salon des refuses” to those of a “snobby” academicism. The decision of a private American clientele for Impressionist art was perhaps also a rebellion against five centuries of elitist European art. The market breakthrough itself can be pinned down to one event: Sotheby’s London’s auctioning of the Weinberg collection in 1957.117 Wilhelm—later William—Weinberg was a German banker who had his collection of paintings shipped to the United States after the Nazis assumed power, he himself followed after the outbreak of the war. With expert advice, he had assembled a highly significant collection that contained, for example, ten paintings by Van Gogh. Thus 1957 became “that year in which the Impressionist mania was born,” writes Peter Watson, chronicler of the art markets. For the first time, an auction was marketed professionally as an event—even the Queen had been invited and appeared at the preview, which was widely covered by the media.118 One year later, the same company sold eleven Impressionist paintings from the collection of Jakob Goldschmidt in the first evening auction in history. The public, in evening dress, was also able to use the aid of the first catalogue printed in color.119


These two auctions mark the beginning of a new period, where professional marketing creates an atmosphere of expertise and prestige that also reflects on the works of art on offer, the auction house, and in turn also the entire industry.120 The Goldschmidt auction became a reference point as the most expensive auction of all times, like the Hamilton Palace auction more than 70 years before. It set the tone for the dominating trend in collecting for the subsequent years.121


Peter Wilson, chairman of Sotheby’s from 1958 onwards, had not just anticipated this development, but greatly fostered it. In 1956, he apparently was one of the first guarantors by privately guaranteeing a minimum price to a seller—a practice which half a century later was to become an important acquisition tool.122 In order to conquer new categories for collecting, as well as new clients for his company, he came up with a new format in 1977 with the Mentmore auction. Sales of the inventory of a grand household on site had existed since the late nineteenth century: the (rather dusty) attic sales. In Mentmore, however, the objects received considerable scholarly attention and were elegantly presented, quite regardless of their individual market value. The timing after the blockbuster show The Destruction of the Country House at the Victoria & Albert Museum in 1974 was perfect. As a reaction, there was a downright trend for country house interiors, so that an aristocratic auction attracted, in addition to the classic auction clientele, also those who were “only” interested in specific aspects of the provenance.123 The Mentmore sale with its white marquees on the bowling green in front of the house and a series of elegant cocktail and dinner parties became a role model for such stately-home sales for the coming decades.






Attic Sales Conquer the Continent


In the nineteenth century, a change in English inheritance law led to a new type of auction that remains popular to this day: the attic sale. This is a kind of inventory sale of a stately home or country house by way of auction, sometimes and indeed mainly quite literally with pieces from the attic.


It was only after the changed law of 1882 that the English aristocracy was permitted to sell parts of an estate in order to pay inheritance tax. The consequence was a wave of attic sales, where auction houses like Christie’s or Philips sold paintings, furniture, carpets, and other parts of inventories, whereas historic books were auctioned by Sotheby’s. In the twentieth century, this organization and market model was transferred to the continent. To this day, it is a mixture of antique furniture and works of art as well as trouvailles, the latter per se of so little value that they probably would not stand a chance of getting sold at a regular auction. The sale from the attic is only possible because of the aura of the stately home. Especially in the summer, and specifically in the United Kingdom, attic sales are great entertainment. In addition to the economic success, these auctions as a rule attract great media interest. Because of the conservative estimates, often a “white glove sale” occurs, i.e., all lots on offer are sold. It is the impression of the auction preview at the original site that adds another layer of motivation to buy. Vita Sackville-West describes one such country house auction in her 1922 story The Heir: “It was, he thought, a stroke of genius to hold the sale in the house itself – to display the furniture in its own surroundings, instead of the dreary frame of an auction room. That would make very little difference to the dealers, of course, who knew the intrinsic value; but from the stray buyers, the amateurs who would be after the less important things, it might mean anything up to an extra twenty-five percent.”124


In addition to Mentmore, the model for the format in the twentieth century, another attic sale conducted by Sotheby’s was also pathbreaking. Just as with many families in England in the nineteenth century, inheritance tax was the reason that Princess Gloria von Thurn und Taxis had to part with works of art and pieces from the attic. The auction in the summer of 1993 was a milestone—not just in terms of professional marketing and media interest, but also in terms of lowering the inhibition threshold for other families, since for many such a sale had still meant a reputational loss.
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Attic sale of the Liechtenstein Collection at Westergasfabriek, Amsterdam, 2008
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Vita Sackville West, The Heir, 1st edition, George H. Doran, New York 1922
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Auction catalogue Hamilton Palace, 1883
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Auction catalogues of the Liechtenstein and Schloss Herblingen attic sales
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Thomas Annan (1829–1887), left: Hamilton Palace, before 1882, right: State Drawing Room of Hamilton Palace, before 1882











At this time, the program gallery was established as the site for trading contemporary art, not just due to the high quality of the exhibitions and the great attention of the (international) public, but also due to the numerous connections to, and acquisitions by, public museums, and also as a as venue for society to meet. Attending gallery openings became obligatory for those who regard themselves as the urban elite. The first fair of contemporary art in Lausanne in 1965 grew out of galleries’ need for professional cooperation and coordination. Encouraged by the success, the German participant Heinz Stünke, together with Rudolf Zwirner, organized the first German fair for contemporary art, the Kölner Kunstmarkt.125 This Kölner Kunstmarkt was intended to compensate for the fact that West Germany, in contrast to neighboring countries, did not have a national art center; the fair functioned like a temporary gallery neighborhood in a city. At the time, Cologne was considered the secret capital of the German art trade.126


As a consequence of the criticism of the selection criteria for participants, a counter event was organized in Dusseldorf in 1968. Under pressure from European competition—in 1970, Art Basel was established, and in 1973 fiac in Paris—the two fairs merged. After the location of the fair initially alternated, in 1989 it was permanently moved to Cologne. Since then, its name has been Art Cologne.


In the mid-1970s, auction houses also began to sell contemporary art. This was not just a sign of the increased acceptance among the public (and that means increased market acceptance as well), but also a sign that auctioneers no longer thought old art was not the only way to make money. This also ended the monopoly of art dealers and galleries.127


Initially, the post-war market suffered from a lack of liquidity. The demand for works of the decorative arts was still far bigger than that for classic paintings, despite a love for Old Masters that was reawakened in the 1950s. There were quite practical reasons for this preference—collectors replaced what had been lost in their inventory during the war, and not just because of a love for antique furniture, but also because there was not sufficient supply of contemporary products.128 In the 1950s, the value appreciation in the field of the decorative arts was still significantly higher than that of classic paintings; at the top of the value development was French furniture of the eighteenth century. For the first time, there was a greater awareness that art could also be a good investment; at the end of the 1950s, the gains in this field are said to have surpassed those of investments in stocks, gold, and other asset classes.129 According to the UN Comtrade Database, the global auction sales had risen from 220 million in 1952 to 1.75 billion dollars in 1977. Single transactions, however, were nowhere close to reaching millions. In 1962, Gerald Reitlinger, an economist and chronicler of the art markets, considered the sale of a painting for one million pounds in the near future likely, but 2 million pounds only possible in theory. Later, the art market analyst Christian Herchenröder estimated that the global overall market, i.e., primary and secondary market, in the second half of the 1970s made annual sales of 3 million deutsche marks.130







1.2.6 Boom and Disillusionment


The economic upswing of the early 1980s also influenced the sales volumes of art. Rising demand for contemporary art, which was seen as an instrument for social distinction as well as of speculation, spurred on the primary market; in Manhattan alone, the number of galleries doubled over the course of the decade.131 To collect art and to surround oneself with art in one’s private environment became part of a desirable lifestyle, and a proximity to especially modern art raises the status of collectors and is intended to lend them a positive aura. At the same time, contemporary art’s avantgarde character is foregrounded by art being metaphysically and philosophically charged and stylized into a source of a meaningful and substantive life. Art’s promise of salvation can only be redeemed if the work is fundamentally different from what has come before, and it has to keep proving that it is art.132 Since the avantgarde, but especially since the end of the twentieth century, this boundary-expanding quality has been regarded as a core quality of fine art.133 This also led to a change in the status of art: previously, surrounding oneself with art to signal wealth meant that it could not be too new so that a tradition of wealth could be implied. Now, contemporary art has become a status symbol not just because of its (assumed) high price, but mainly because it allows the inference that those who are interested in it and own it are educated and intellectually curious enough to engage with these works.134 Ownership of art demonstrates financial and intellectual prowess; at the same time, the successful bourgeois artists now suddenly had to develop and maintain a branding.135


The highpoint of this development were the late 1980s, when art and lifestyle, the autonomous work and popular advertising and commodity aesthetics converged: art was written about in the tabloids and some artists attained the status of pop stars. This was the beginning of a process that was to invalidate the established laws of the art market. Whereas previously, artistic value determined to a large degree commercial value, and thus issues of art-historical legitimation and the rarity of a work determined its price, now the spectrum of criteria was expanded to include broad impact, provenance, market history, and value development. Since then, the works of deceased artists are no longer necessarily valued higher that those by living artists.136




The Art World’s Captains of Industry: A. Alfred Taubman


The commercial art world is characterized by a diverse landscape of companies that are notable for their small size. The auction corporations with their international branches and hundreds if not thousands of staff are the exception. Since the eighteenth century, these companies have transformed from family businesses into corporations where traditionally the directorate also held shares of the company. The progressive professionalization in fields such as acquisition analysis, sales planning, customer service, brand maintenance, and communications in the 1970s and eighties are evidence of the industrialization of the business. This development was also reflected in the changing ownership structures. When A. Alfred Taubman bought the shares of the directors of the auction house Sotheby’s in 1983, he became the first sole owner of such a company since the eighteenth century. Taubman was a realtor and developer, mainly of shopping malls. He was able to buy the heavily indebted company for 87 million pounds, which was considered a low price which he partly refinanced by transforming it into a corporation on stocks under US law. The interested public was pleased with the increased transparency, because from then onwards, Sotheby’s adhered to the detailed regulations concerning reports and accounts. The new owner was pleased that he was now able to build up his own art collection through his company, but also about how owning the company opened the doors to society: “It’s like buying the throne!”137









Japonisme as a Bridge between Europe and Asia


Free trade is the basis not just of national wealth, but also of understanding between cultures. Strategic action to establish and safeguard trade as well as the appreciation of foreign products often lead to engaging with a foreign world, and the impact this has on one’s own culture cannot be overestimated. However, as a rule these cultural effects are difficult to grasp and indeed to define. One of the few quite concrete examples is the European enthusiasm for Japan during the second half of the nineteenth century. Japan had been closed off to the Western world, and it was only after pressure from the US that it opened its harbors to foreign ships in 1858. This led quickly to trade relationships with Europe and America, which initially focused on obvious trading goods such as tea, lacquer, and silk. News of this exotic world that was so different from other, better-known Asian cultures led to a strong demand for Japanese products. The trade with Japanese art was aided by the Japanese art dealer Hayashi Tadamasa, who lived in Paris. He marked the goods imported by him with a seal that was quickly recognized as a hallmark for quality.140 The desire to fulfill this demand also with domestic products in a Japanese style led to commodities whose stylistic development became an important influence on later Art Nouveau. This new influence was not limited to the design of industrially produced goods or craftwork, but also led to a fundamental engagement with the Japanese formal vocabulary in the fine arts. The ambassadors of these design principles were Japanese color woodcuts that were used for wrapping goods and were rapidly distributed throughout Europe. Artists like Vincent van Gogh, Camille Pissarro, Edgar Degas, or Paul Gauguin were strongly influenced by these cultural products, and their work contributed to the creation of Japonisme.141
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Vincent van Gogh (1853–1890), Portrait du Docteur Gachet, 1890, sold for 82.5 million dollars (1990)
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Bronze pendule with cloisonné decor, France ca. 1870, sold for 19,000 pounds (2013)
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Paul Gauguin (1848–1903), Les Pecheuses de Goemon, ca. 1888–1890, sold for 843,000 dollars (2010)
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Katsushika Hokusai (1760–1849), Rosa Fuji, ca. 1830, sold for 40,000 pounds (2008)











The interest in sustainable investments ruled the secondary market, aided by a change in the tax on assets in the US, which reduced the tax deductions for donating works of art—in many places, private “trading” replaced patronage. A good example for this market behavior was the growing interest of Japanese collectors in Impressionist art that dealt with Far Eastern concepts.138 One hundred years after the peak of the Japan enthusiasm in Europe, the strong Japanese economy and this historical artistic link caused the elites to buy Japonesque art on the Western markets, especially French Impressionist works.139


The spending power of Japanese post-war society caused the biggest boom yet on the international art markets. In the ten years between 1980 and 1990, prices for Impressionist paintings rose by 940 percent. This development was aided by the state-controlled devaluation of the dollar from September 1985 onwards; within 24 months, the dollar had lost 51 percent of its value against the Japanese yen. In spring 1987, the situation was further fueled by a new world record: Christie’s auctioned Van Gogh’s Sunflowers for 24.75 million pounds. The fact that this was the first bid accepted over the phone demonstrates the degree of internationalization the art markets had achieved at this point. It was the first world record that was not for an Old Master painting, and this message had a clear impact on the markets.142 This successful bid led to an avalanche of high caliber auctions of paintings that repeatedly and rapidly broke world records, despite the so-called Black Monday: when the stock markets collapsed on October 19, 1987, the expected subsequent crash on the art markets did at first not happen, even though the Dow Jones suffered a historical maximum drawdown within just 38 days; this record was only broken in spring 2020. Rather, Sotheby’s established a new world record price for Van Gogh’s oeuvre as early as November 1987, when his Lilies were sold for 53.9 million dollars.143 Art had become accepted as an asset class after the market had grown substantially, and the number of transactions required for a certain density of data. Now the art markets became the target of money withdrawn from elsewhere. Regular reports of records ensured further supply and demand, because the development coincided with a growing number of wealthy players. In 1987 Forbes Magazine published for the first time a “Billionaires List” in addition to the so-called Rich List, and the former listed 140 individuals that year.144


There were parallels between the Black Monday of 1987 and the situation on the stock markets in spring 2020. In both cases, the point of departure was a long-lasting bull market that was considered quite secure; declining growth met rising inflation. Already in 1987, the US Federal Reserve Board (fed) reacted with restrictive monetary policies. Due to the newly introduced portfolio hedging, the participants of the financial markets were largely unworried, and lasting growth was assumed as a given. After the crash on Black Monday, automatic trading interruptions were introduced, and equity prices recovered comparatively quickly: already in June 1989, less than two years later, the S&P500 exceeded its former record high.145


Between 1987 and 1989, the flight of money toward the art markets also benefited works of art that had been created after 1945 (in auctions categorized as “contemporary art”), and their market exhibited the first signs of becoming overheated. The high frequency of record prices was quite public. The rapidly growing number of active (art) traders who simply sold works commercially, quickly and on commission, without having their own space, inventory, exhibitions, or publications was more an indicator for insiders. And yet, nobody seems to have foreseen a cooling down or a crisis, neither with impressionist nor with contemporary works. The companies continued to invest in their infrastructure. As late as the end of 1989, the gallerist Larry Gagosian undertook a significant expansion when he opened a second New York gallery in the generous former space of Sotheby’s on Madison Avenue. Pace Gallery, too, invested in spring 1990 in a new space taken over from Leo Castelli.146






The Regional Economic Crisis: Harbingers of the Asia Crisis and the Market Slump of 1990


In November 1989, Sotheby’s published for the first time a list of all auction hammer prices of the month that has become known as the “Million Dollar List.” According to this list, in November 1989 alone, fifty-eight works of art were sold for more than five million dollars, 305 for more than one million dollars, and also works by Picasso for a total of more than 377 million dollars.148 Shortly before these record sales, however, signs were growing that the boom had passed its peak. Many individual factors, such as stagnating economic data in Japan as harbingers of the Asia crisis of the 1990s, investigation of art sales by tax authorities, and growing return rates at big auctions were the reasons that speculative investors withdrew their money from the art market. With the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait on August 2, 1990, and the second Gulf War (or first Iraq War), aspects that had previously been perceived only individually were focused into a symbol: both the signal of the crisis and its cause.149


Overnight, the market for Impressionists collapsed. Because of panic sales, many investors lost money, and art was discredited as object of speculation for a long time. The investor caste of the first hour learned painfully that rising values of comparable works could not always be realized through sales of their own objects. And so, in the second half of 1990, buyers left the art markets in droves. That also affected the galleries, because without a positive value prognosis, young art was no longer regarded as pipeline for trading objects to make future profits. “The telephone literally didn’t ring,” says Larry Gagosian about the spooky winter of 1990/91. The slump had hit the growth area of Impressionism particularly hard. David Nash, at the time department head at Sotheby’s, remembers that his evening auction, which in May 1990 had a potential of a 350-million-dollar turnover, had shrunk to thirty-five million dollars in the autumn of that year. This decline in turnover was less due to the prices than to the absence of significant works whose owners did not trust demand enough to bring the paintings to market.150





The peak of this rapid development was without doubt that week in May 1990 when the Japanese paper manufacturer Ryoei Saito acquired the Portrait of Dr. Gachet by Vincent van Gogh at Christie’s in New York, and at Sotheby’s Auguste Renoir’s painting Au Moulin de la Galette for 78.1 million dollars. These transactions were emblematic of the boom: it was borne by Impressionist art, and frequently paid for with Japanese money.147


Because the market was not deep enough to map the fluctuations in demand, the crisis brought with it a total recalibration of prices. For 1989, the last full year of the boom, the total sales on the primary and secondary markets amounted to an estimated fifteen billion dollars.151 After the slump, the art market lacked the liquidity of the boom years: in 1989/1990, more than 2.5 billion dollars more had been tied in the art market than in the season 1999/2000. It thus took roughly a decade until prices at the top of the market were once again at pre-crisis levels, and about fourteen years until a new world record could be established.152 However, the crisis of 1990 was also seen as proof of the robustness of the systems: the boom was over, the market had been corrected, but it had not collapsed.153
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Christopher Burge hammers a new auction world record, Christie’s New York 1990













1.2.7 Crises and Cartels


At least in the primary markets, which sent positive signals, the crisis was considered overcome by 1992 or 1993 at the latest. Manuela and Ivan Wirth expanded and opened a New York branch; David Zwirner, too, seemed to see new opportunities because he opened a gallery in Soho. On the secondary markets, on the other hand, sales numbers started to rise only in 1994. Revenue drivers were then no longer Impressionist works, but those of classical Modernism and post-war art.154


The decade ended with two sensational bangs. In 1999, Sotheby’s made the surprising announcement that it would enter the Internet business, and Christopher Davidge, Christie’s ceo at the time, incriminated himself to the authorities. He admitted to having colluded with Sotheby’s, his company’s most important competitor, to fix charges for services. The subsequent court case had far-reaching consequences for the companies. Both companies had to pay damages and fines, the ceos and chairmen involved resigned from their positions. Because the affair was so scandalous and involved the upper echelons of society, it received heightened media interest; under the motto “once the price rises, morality sinks,” American antitrust laws became suddenly interesting as a topic even to European tabloids.




The Art World’s Captains of Industry: François Pinault


François Pinault was perhaps the first entrepreneur who recognized the benefits of the public image and flair of an art market company for the perception and communication of his corporate group as well as his private activity as a collector. His wood-trading company, established in 1963, was the seed of one of the largest luxury goods corporations in the world. Over many years, the holding company Pinault-Printemps-Redoute (PPR, since 2013 Kering) expanded its portfolio in the market of luxury retail and production. In the twenty-first century, companies like the Paris fashion house Yves Saint Laurent, the US suitcase producer Samsonite, the winery Château Latour, the Florentine fashion label Gucci, and the watch manufacturer Girard Perregaux were added to the portfolio.155


Pinault was the first to recognize that luxury companies from different areas often have identical customers—those who have the money and taste to buy their clothes from Yves Saint Laurent are highly likely to also buy expensive watches or indeed art. This led to his acquisition of Christie’s in 1998, at the time the largest company in the art market. The brand’s tradition, image, and potential, as well as extensive property holdings in St. James’s and South Kensington, expensive and sought-after London locations, meant that the company was an expensive acquisition: Pinault paid a total of 721 million pounds for it. He transformed the company back into a private firm.156


Behind this investment stands an “obsessive collector,” says the London art advisor Wendy Goldsmith. The value of his collection is estimated in the media to be over one billion dollars. If for Alfred Taubman the acquisition of Sotheby’s was a means to achieve social acceptance, Pinault takes the reverse path and shares his art with the public: in 2000, he established the Fondation Pinault, which exhibits his private collection in three museums of its own in Paris and Venice.157
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Christie’s headquarters have been in London’s art trade district St. James’s, since 1823













A monopolist dominating a market is in a position to dictate the business conditions of that market to the buyer. If there is not one monopolist, but two competing companies that together dominate a market, we are dealing with a duopoly, which, after it recognized the decision-making interdependence, can become a monopoly by agreeing on how to act on the market, and on prices.158 Secret agreements on actions and prices are, according to United States law, forbidden as a restriction of free competition; the Sherman Antitrust Act of 1890 phrases this prohibition in rather general terms. Due to the high value placed on freedom of competition in the US constitution, the general formulation in the Act is the basis for numerous regulations which threatens monopoly-building with heavy punishment both for the participating companies and the staff involved in it.159


In a voluntary declaration of guilt, Christopher Davidge admitted to the authorities that he had agreed on his company’s commissions with his competitor. In view of the joint market share of the two companies, this admission was relevant in terms of antitrust laws. The extreme rivalry between the two companies— “the culture is to hate your rival”—only existed on the surface. Because of this admission and the promise to cooperate with the authorities, Christie’s was able to negotiate immunity from punishment—the US legal system rewards the party that breaks the cartel and reports the crime.160


The investigation showed that Davidge and Sotheby’s’ ceo Diana “Dede” Brooks had harmonized their sales commission from 1992 onwards, and from 1995 the buyers’ premium as well. Brooks and Alfred Taubman, majority shareholder and chairman of Sotheby’s, were personally indicted; over the course of the trial, Brooks tried in vain to represent herself merely as Taubman’s tool. But Taubman’s version that Brooks had acted without his approval and indeed knowledge was not believed by the court. He received a prison sentence; Brooks was sentenced to house arrest. Both companies were sentenced to pay millions in damages. Beneficiaries were all clients who had sold or bought something from either company; the court assumed that because of the secret agreements, in the absence of competition the fees had been too high. The trial had far-reaching consequences for both companies. Taubman and Brooks resigned from their positions with immediate effect, as did their counterparts at Christie’s, Christopher Davidge and Anthony Tennant.161


From the mid-1990s, the big prospects of success for Internet businesses generally and the performance of shares of Internet companies led to a wave of new companies in the field of Internet auctions. In the early years, such companies auctioned off mainly inventory of producers and wholesalers. The information service artnet.com was the first to begin pure art auctions in the spring of 1999. Many smaller auctioneers availed themselves of the services of external service providers for transferring their auctions into the Internet in order to be able to operate with this new sales channel as quickly as possible. Large art auction houses like Christie’s and Sotheby’s initially rejected auctions in the Internet. Not just because there were doubts whether the desired “high-price clientele” could be reached in this way. Above all, there was the fear that this kind of auction might have a negative impact on prices, because it was still assumed that they were greatly influenced by the specific atmosphere in the auction room.162




After a few test runs, in 1999 Sotheby’s gave this position up and announced the start of their own Internet auctions in that year. The plan was to hold rolling sales after the eBay model, where the auction is not ended by a hammer, but rather by a time limit. The auction house provided the platform, but the actual deal took place between the parties, with Sotheby’s charging an introductory commission. The offered objects were catalogued by the vendor, and remained on Sotheby’s website for the duration of the auction.163 Before the start, the auction house linked up with Amazon, the largest bookdealer on the Internet; this was interesting for Sotheby’s mainly for the new partner’s large number of customers, which had grown to ten million.164


However, it soon became clear that these auctions could not meet the sales targets; Sotheby’s switched from Amazon to eBay. eBay, having originally been established as a swap meet for Pez candy dispensers, was not just a pioneer in the field of Internet auctions, but also the global market leader, and it also operated at a profit. However, they found it hard to sell higher-value goods or indeed art—the page “Great Collections” was closed after just a few months—and therefore the hope was to gain access to art buyers through the cooperation with Sotheby’s. However, this alliance also did not boost business for Sotheby’s to the degree hoped for, and when the company faced a liquidity crisis due to losses of several years, and the fines in the anti-trust trial, the entire Internet experiment was ended in May 2003.165




The Crisis of the Digital Industry: The Burst of the Dotcom Bubble, 2000/2001


The art market crisis of 2000/2001 had two faces: the slump of the stock exchanges after the dotcom bubble burst, and the global insecurity after the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. The implementation and quick distribution of the Internet and mobile devices over the course of the 1990s had created a great deal of interest in newly founded start-ups with Internet-based business models. Massive investment also by many small investors in technology companies lead to a speculative bubble which became visible in the quotes of the NASDAQ in the US: the index of this National Association of Securities Dealers Automated Quotations, the largest marketplace for technology companies, had risen between 1995 and 2000 from less than 1000 points to more than 5000.167


When the first star-ups could not reach their goals and it became clear that on the one hand the speed of digitization had been overestimated and on the other hand that these companies had no financial reserves and very few corporate assets, the first bankruptcies occurred in spring 2000, and as a consequence, institutional investors withdrew. Especially small investors overlooked the warning signs and sold in panic. The price erosion turned into a plunge. As a reaction of the first signs of a crisis, the Federal Reserve immediately lowered interest rates dramatically; quite a few people saw “blue-chip artworks” as a safer, possibly even more promising investment.168


Overall, the markets had shrunk over three consecutive quarters in 2001, when after the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center almost the entire Wall Street was evacuated and trading on the New York Stock Exchange was suspended. When trading resumed one week later, the Dow Jones, with interruptions, quickly rose to more than 80 percent of its previous level. The shaken consumer confidence, however, led to an economic environment that created a so-called bear market. In the eighteen months since the beginning of the crisis in spring 2000, when the dotcom bubble burst, the overall market had lost five trillion dollar volume, and the technology market shrunk to a fraction of its former size: in October 2002, the NASDAQ-100 reached its all-time low, seventy-eight percent below the all-time high of the year 2000.169 While the burst of the dotcom bubble had affected mainly small investors who did not necessarily belong to the group of buyers in the art markets, the consumer climate underwent a lasting change in the final quarter of 2001. Nonetheless we can note that IT companies that were affected, but not eradicated by the crisis, like Apple or Google, were to create the wealth that fueled the next boom. The interest in contemporary art of the clientele that benefitted from this would subsequently drive the change in taste in the twenty-first century.





Even if this project failed in the end, the entrepreneurial courage of the Sotheby’s’ management at the time must be stressed; no competitor was willing to hold auctions on the Internet. However, the failure of the Sotheby’s project prevented further attempts in this field for about a decade.166


The impact of the dotcom bubble burst reached the art markets with some delay; low interest rates made works of art attractive alternative investments, and for Christie’s, the year 2000 was the year with the highest sales volume in history. But that was the calm before the storm. The two big auction houses were in the middle of the trial about their illegal agreements which was to cost each company 256 million dollars in damages in the US, but which above all damaged the trust of clients in the integrity of the companies. The antitrust case was followed by numerous private suits.170 Due to the sometimes long lead time of auction consignments, these circumstances only became noticeable in the business volume of the two companies in 2001; especially the number of large collections and important single lots was significantly reduced.171


For a while, art dealers in the secondary market profited from a hostile attitude towards auction houses.172 Subsequently a repositioning took place on all levels. The economic concentration led to mergers of smaller auction houses to shared platforms like International Auctioneers (IA).173 This had far-reaching consequences for London as a business location. Hitherto, the (also geographically) dense network of auction houses and galleries in St. James’s had not just made for the flair of this art market, but also helped all participants in this scene—competition, after all, is good for business. In the crisis of 2001, fewer and fewer dealers were willing and able to pay the rents in their neighborhood, which had dramatically increased with the arrival of international fashion companies. The world of art dealing confronted the dimmed economic prospects and collectors’ decreased willingness to travel after September 11, 2001 in manifold ways. For Europeans, one effective means was extending the network to include the US. In the following twelve to eighteen months, a series of London art dealers opened branches in New York, among them Frost & Reed, Nicolas Hall, Carlton Hobbs, Tony Ingrao, Richard Knight, Mallett, and The Silver Fund. Others enhanced their London presence, especially in the field of Old Masters. For example, the Munich dealer Konrad Bernheimer, even though he had been engaged in London since 1985, took over the well-established art dealer Colnaghi. In the course of this acquisition, the company allied itself with the Old Master drawings dealer Karin Bellinger, also based in Munich, and thus expanded its London offerings.174


Finally, art dealers and auction houses developed numerous joint projects to create a new market segment or strengthen an existing one, such as thematic sales and exhibitions that were jointly organized and run by both parties. The best example for this was the “Asia Week,” established in 1996, when New York dealers, museums, and the auctions of the big houses all put the focus of their activities on Asian art. The great success of this inspired a similar event in London from 1999, and in 2001 Paris followed suit with the Salon Internationale d’Art Asiatique.175









1.2.8 The Twenty-First Century


During the late 1990s, for the first time people began referring to the art markets when speaking of the commercial art world—a sign that this economy had grown to such a degree that it could be taken seriously in mercantile terms. Through a slow growth over ten years, at the end of the decade in almost all categories, prices reached the levels of the previous boom. As a consequence of the generally grown interest in contemporary art, this sector quickly took on the role of market engine. By this point, living artists were established to such a degree that private buyers felt safe to act without seeking advice from a gallery. But above all, around the turn of the millennium, secondary sales had caught up with primary offerings. For a while, there were so many works coming straight from the studio to the stage of an auction that auctions became a barometer for emerging art. The number of works at auctions that were younger than three years doubled in the first decade of the twenty-first century. That fueled investment and speculation; the traditional distance between primary and secondary market had shrunk to just a few years. It is not for nothing that there is a country saying about the market, stating that time is the enemy of the gallery, but the friend of the auction house.176 The auction houses had changed from a sales venue into a player whose choice of oeuvres presented at auctions can influence market reception and thus markets.177


As a reaction to the shifting of the boundaries between primary and secondary markets, the gap in the gallery world became wider. In this phase, the four mega galleries Gagosian, Hauser & Wirth, David Zwirner, and Pace set themselves apart from the rest of the competition. Since then, countless small companies have been facing international chains following the model of Gagosian, which wants to reach collectors on all continents with exhibitions.178 This network has great drawing power, especially for the producers of goods in high demand: for a while, more than fifty percent of all living artists whose works were sold at auctions were represented by Gagosian. But just as in 1989, a decade later a great investment by Larry Gagosian, an untimely real estate decision, demonstrated that the market participants were not prepared for what was coming. While with his last New York expansion in 1990 Gagosian had initiated the move of the gallery scene from SoHo to Chelsea, his new gallery pointed the direction in terms of quantity. With its almost 2,000 m2, this space was by far the largest commercial exhibition space in Chelsea—and quite a few artists were actually downright scared of it.179


Larry Gagosian’s London competitor Charles Saatchi did not just write art (market) history with his presentation of the Young British Artists. His Internet platform saatchionline.com quickly became one of the most successful intermediaries between artists and collectors. The auction houses, on the other hand—after Sotheby’s’ project starting in 1999, which had been too early and, in the end, not successful—took another decade until they managed to use the Internet not just as a medium for information and presentation, but also for transactions.180


The popularization of the art markets went hand in hand with their orientation towards expansion; in the first decade of the twenty-first century, the sales volume of the global art markets grew more than in the entire twentieth century. 2003 was the first year that auctioneers made more money with post-war art than with works of Impressionism and classical modernism. Trading works created between 1945 and 2000 was the growth engine of the markets. This field of collecting was still called “contemporary art;” in 2006 and 2007, the last two years before the financial crisis, its value had increased by more than 300 percent.187 In 2004 the overall market had a turnover of 24.4 billion euros.188 The first painting exceeded the 100-million-dollar threshold in a public sale (Picasso’s Garçon a la Pipe), just as the first auction with contemporary art exceeded this mark; both auctions were “hammered” by Tobias Meyer.189






The Art World’s Captains of Industry: Bernard Arnault


The competition between Bernard Arnault and François Pinault as well as between the corporate groups LVMH and Kering has been carefully documented, especially in the French press. The point of departure of Arnault’s activities as an entrepreneur is his stake in LVMH. At the core of this group are the companies whose names provide the characters that make up its name: Louis Vuitton (bags and suitcases), Möet & Chandon (champagne), and Hennessy (cognac). In 1984, Arnault was able to purchase the fashion house Dior for a symbolic single franc—35 years later, Morgan Stanley estimated its annual sales to amount to 6.6 billion euros. By adding numerous other firms, Arnault turned LVMH into the largest luxury goods company in the world—he did so also because by integrating them into his group, he wanted to make the various smaller companies interesting for highly qualified managers.181 Both Arnault and Pinault present themselves as friends of art, and passionate collectors. Their rivalry went beyond the fight over individual works of art. Arnault also tried to match Pinault on the art market by attempting to take over Sotheby’s.182 After this plan had failed due to Taubman’s resistance, Arnault concentrated to the number three at that time, the London auction house Phillips. The comparatively moderate price of estimated eighty to one hundred million pounds reflected the value of the Phillips brand, as well as of the company’s real estate holdings.183 Arnault thought Phillips had the potential to catch up with the two greats of the industry when the two market leaders had a credibility crisis due to their violations of US antitrust laws. With LVMH millions at hand, the company was relaunched: a new corporate identity, including catalogue design and massive increases of the marketing budgets on the one hand, and an expansion of the various departments on the other. Also, Arnault succeeded in persuading the art dealers Simon de Pury and Daniella Luxembourg to join Phillips. For many years, Pury had been chairman of Sotheby’s Europe before starting his own company with his colleague Daniella Luxembourg in Geneva in 1996; at that time, he was considered one of the best auctioneers in the world.184


The focus of Phillips’ expansion lay on the long-neglected US. In November 2001, the London branch was sold to and merged with Bonhams; Phillips closed the smaller departments and moved its headquarters to New York. Since joining the auction house, Simon de Pury had frequently articulated his desire to concentrate on the top end of the market.


However, the competition was not nearly as troubled as had been assumed. Even though their share of significant consignments had declined, their business connections were still stable. Despite their subsidized guarantees with monies from the parent company, Phillips found it increasingly difficult to hold their ground in the fight for consignments. Before the background of the crisis after the dotcom bubble burst, 9/11, and falling share values of the LVHM group, Arnault decided in 2002 to withdraw from the company.185 It took twenty years until his name was once again connected to an art market company: in summer 2022, there were dogged rumors that LVMH had bought Gagosian.186





Increasingly, the borders between art systems disappeared. In the boom of the 2000s, artists and market players started to curate public auctions—most visibly in the Phillips auction “Carte Blanche” in November 2010, when the art dealer Phillippe Segalot got his own evening auction where he could act as consigner, intermediary for consignments, and intermediary for buyers.190 The greatest expansion of those years took place in the territory of the art dealers. With private sales, the auction houses took advantage of their knowledge about client’s preferences and gaps in collections in order to be able to serve their desire to buy also outside of the auction room. Since the turn of the millennium, Christie’s, Sotheby’s, and Phillips have been generating up to a quarter of their revenue through private sales.191


As a rule, the resurgence of markets is the echo of the capital of those who profit from a crisis, and thus the boom before the crisis of 2009 saw players who had profited from the previous crisis of 2001: hedge fund managers. Just as the technology entrepreneurs had dominated the markets of the late 1990s and the turn of the millennium, hedge fund millionaires became the probably most influential group among the buyers of art. This brought the art markets into closer proximity to the financial markets: beyond old dependencies, the most important part of buyers was more dependent on money flow than the previous generation. The art market and the private sector were after the financial crisis more closely intertwined than ever before: even if one did not (yet) buy art with borrowed money, most other business transactions were debt-financed, and thus susceptible to developments in the financial worlds.192 The art dealer Brett Gorvy, head of the contemporary department at Christie’s in the crisis years 2008 and 2009, remembers a “particularly frothy market.”193 An innovative Sotheby’s auction is seen as the peak of the boom, which, in the midst of the global financial crisis in September 2008 sold only works by Damien Hirst that the artist had especially created for this occasion and consigned directly, without going through the primary market. There was, then, with the arrival of the crisis a great worry that the production by large studios whose practice was characterized by a division of labor, denounced as “factory art,” could have the same future as the “belling stags,” the demand for which excludes any artistic value and only serves purely decorative functions.194 The financial crisis prevented other artists from following Hirst’s example—at any rate, only very few artists have the market penetration necessary to pull off such a project. However, one must concede that the notion of the contemporary had changed from being temporally descriptive to becoming a description of content. The artist Hito Steyerl says, “Contemporary Art is a brand name without a brand, ready to be slapped onto almost anything.”195


The art market crisis of 2008/2009 followed well-known patterns, but the overall acceleration of economic life had shortened the timespan between the decline on the stock market and that of prices of art: in 2001, it took twelve months, but in 2008, it only took three months until the financial crisis also affected the art market.
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François de Ricqlès auctions the estate of YSL at the Grand Palais, Paris 2009












The Global Financial Crisis: Megalomania and Hangover in the Fall of 2009


Adam McKay’s 2015 film The Big Short showed a broader public how loose lending activity beginning in 2008 had caused a global financial crisis. This crisis had endogenous causes, because during the preceding economic bubble, profit expectations had decoupled from reality. In the US, the financial crisis was preceded by a real-estate crisis, aided by real-estate loans given to low-income buyers. This caused a chain-reaction, because the financial crisis transferred back to the real economy when lending was temporarily stopped altogether.196 Especially financial institutions got into difficulties, because a large part of their loans was not, or only insufficiently, collateralized. Over the course of the crisis, countless security transfers became worthless; the bankruptcy of the US bank Lehmann Brothers on September 15, 2008 had a signaling effect.


Since spring 2008, governments had taken first steps to safe the finance industry and reduce the domino effect on other sectors of the economy. The central banks of the G4 States US, Japan, Great Britain; and the states of the European Union expanded their budget by roughly seven percent in order to make extensive aid packages possible. 197


Between September and December 2008, the DOW Jones Average had fallen by a third. This marks the quarter when the financial crisis finally reached the art market. The insecurity of their clients had on the one hand seduced the auction houses to give numerous and increasingly high guarantees in order to secure their supply. At the same time, buyers felt insecure about their own financial situation, and therefore acted with caution in the art market. As a result, in the fall season 2008, the number of artworks offered in auctions had declined by forty-three percent compared to the previous year; the lowest point was reached in July 2009, with a decline of fifty-nine percent compared to the July 2008. Even more dramatic were the objects that could not be sold at auction, which sometimes could only sell less than half of their (already much filtered) offerings. As expected, the crisis hit the top of the market hardest; between 2008 and 2009, the number of auctioned objects with an estimate of more than ten million dollars fell by roughly seventy-five percent, of those with an estimated value of one million and ten million dollars around sixty percent.198


For the auction houses tied to guarantees, this meant losses of millions of dollars. Immediately after the market slump of 1990, Christopher Burge, then president of Christie’s in New York, had warned: “If a guarantee goes wrong in a down market, it could destroy the business.” For guaranteed works that could not be sold at auction in November 2008, Christie’s and Sotheby’s had to pay out a total of sixty-three million dollars.199


At the pinnacle of the crisis in the winter of 2008–2009, the price erosion of contemporary works was estimated to be fifty percent. In May 2009, the New York contemporary auctions amounted to less than a quarter of the sales in the previous year. In the crisis, a clear distinction was made between works of the highest quality, which could still be sold, albeit at reduced prices, and less interesting works, for which there was, for a while, no market at all anymore. At art fairs and auctions, what was offered to the public was strictly filtered to avoid the impression of a market dead end.200





Once the financial crisis hit, losses amounting to millions were inevitable. In retrospective, the “phoenix from the ashes” auction of Yves Saint Laurent’s estate in Paris in February 2009 can be seen as having saved the market system. It was Pierre Bergé, Yves Saint Laurent’s life partner, co-collector, and heir, who insisted that the auction of their joint collection should be held at that time.201


Thanks to the quality of what was on offer, and the breadth of the areas of collecting, the auction was a blazing success. For the ysl auction, the most important collectors returned to the art markets and paid record prices. The collection of Yves Saint Laurent and Pierre Bergé, with a total of 374 million euros, was the most expensive that had been sold to that point.202


The success of this auction stood in a startling contrast to the developments on the financial markets. After the slump of 2008, there had been a total if five recovery phases in which the dax rose again—sometimes substantially: the strongest bear market rally exhibited a rise of 40 percent. Almost simultaneously to the buoyancy in the Paris auction room, the markets experienced their lowest point. In the year of the crisis, the global economic output had declined by around 6 percent. 203


However, the crisis year was not quite as bad as expected, and already in the fall season of 2009 there were new world records for works of US post-war art. There were numerous reasons for the quick recovery. First of all, thanks to the globalization of sales, there were now significantly more players in the art markets. However, in 2009 it became clear that a large number of newcomers to a market place does not mean that they could not leave it again in equal numbers, at least for a while. The crisis of 2009 also showed that especially in emerging regions, during and immediately after crises, people will invest in or shift money into “tangible assets.” Together with the quicker recovery of these regions from the crisis, this mentality tended to strengthen the role of these “new” clients. The Mei-Moses-Index, which during the crisis of 1990 had fallen by 25.5 percent, in 2008 only fell by 21.9 percent, and thus less than the Standard & Poor 500.204


Society and the art market systems in particular were able to manage the 2008 crisis internally, using known and well-tried methods, and thus demonstrated that the tools to handle such shocks were available.205 The safety of the structure helped the reputation of the art markets as reliable trading platforms, and of art as investment. Especially institutional investors and art funds learned from the crisis that on the art markets, too, cluster risk is dangerous, and since then freed up capital more slowly, and spread their investments over a larger number of oeuvres.206 The years between the crises of 2001 and 2008/2009 immediately after the financial crisis were often described as the era of the last art boom, that is how big the hope (or fear) was that there would be far-reaching structural changes in the marketing systems, both legally and structurally speaking. However, rising sales numbers from 2010 to 2015 were not just an indication that these expectations would not be fulfilled, they above all reflected the following boom.207




Warholmania: Highlights of Classic Post-War Art


In the year after the artist’s death, the New York Times declared “The Season of Andy Warhol” to mark his posthumous, seemingly permanent presence in the art world.209 This prophesy was fulfilled; a work from Warhol’s studio is an archetype of a promising trading good of the art markets in the twenty-first century.


Classic post-war art is in demand: the more expressive the better.210 The art world attempts a balancing act: on the one hand, the contemporary defines to an ever-greater degree the public perception of art. Not just in the commercial art market, where fifty-two percent of the transactions in 2016 concerned works created after 1945, whereas in 2000 it had been merely seventeen percent.211 But also in institutions and museums, where according to the ranking of the Art Newspaper, exhibitions of works produced after 1970 made up the greatest share for the first time in 2016. At the same time, those buying art want to combine the experience of avantgarde and lifestyle with the greatest possible security. A global class of buyers is active on the markets that is receptive to linking fine art with fashion, industrially produced luxury goods, and distinguished provenance, and in times of low interest rates sees art as a good investment alternative.212 The exorbitantly increased demand between 2004 and 2012 raised the price levels for artworks from that period by, on average, more than 560 percent.213


Many collectors like to buy the art with which they grew up, that is visually pleasing, accessible, und comprehensible. In the case of Warhol, an outstandingly high recognition factor adds to the appeal. In English, there is the term “trophy picture” for pieces like this. Although the clientele for post-war art is global, and Pop Art is as much in demand in China, Russia, and Abu Dhabi as it is in California, the auctions of classic post-war art with as a rule more than sixty percent of buyers from the US point to a significantly higher share of demand from the dollar area. One is inclined to see this also as a sign for a lack of confidence of the US population in their own currency. Warhol is the unmatched performer of post-modern consumer culture, his works are part of the cultural heritage of western industrial nations, and have greatly shaped our visual memory. Both the preference for classic post-war art and the above-average participation of US buyers have fueled the demand for Warhol. The sale of his personal estate by Sotheby’s in 1988 and his artistic estate by Christie’s in 2012 both represented a reassurance for the markets; the latter auction also served as a pipeline for more affordable works. In live and Internet auctions, more than 10,000 works were sold from the holdings of the Warhol Foundation. The “crowning” finale, however came in 2022 from a different estate, that of Thomas and Doris Amman, brother and sister art dealers in Zürich. Andy Warhol’s Shot Sage Blue Marilyn achieved the highest price for a work of twenty-century art: 195 million dollars.214 An amount that even curator Chris Dercon finds appropriate, precisely “because the buyer wanted to spend that much for this original work.”215


Today’s market is divided into one for rare, art-historically significant early works on the one hand, and one for the late series with flower motifs or celebrity portraits that could almost be called bulk commodities. Warhol’s oeuvre is like that of only a few others feasible for many collectors, because those for whom the canvases have become too expensive, can move to the prints: the prices for an original start at around 3000 dollars. The edition size becomes less important; the buyers wants the motif that they know from museums or the media. Accordingly, the Marilyn prints are still the ones for which there is the greatest demand, even though the edition size of 250 is relatively high.
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Andy Warhol (1928–1987), Coca Cola 4, 1962, sold for 35.4 million dollars (2010)
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Andy Warhol (1928–1987), Queen Elizabeth II, 1985, sold for 441,000 pounds (2022)
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Andy Warhol (1928–1987), Men in her life, 1962, sold for 63.4 million dollars (2010)


















1.2.9 Pandemic Reforms


In a crisis, the first area to break away is that where there was the most speculation—in the art sector, this is traditionally very young art that has not yet been canonized. This became evident from 2010 onwards, when the sales in the sector of art after 1945 moved from contemporary works (1970–2010) to canonized works of classic post-war art (1945–1970); following a demand that was more interested in assured values than in investment or speculation opportunities.208


The auction houses tried to accommodate promising new clientele regionally. The globalization of the network was above all pushed by Christie’s, who have been holding auctions in Dubai since 2006, and in Shanghai since 2013—Sotheby’s activist-shareholder Daniel Loeb publicly complained that his company was lagging behind.216 And where the auctioneer’s hammer does not reach, the Internet can help: after countless auction houses had been streaming their auctions on the net, Christie’s decided in 2011 to hold online-only auctions curated by its own experts. Sotheby’s countered in 2014 and (once again) linked up with eBay in order to turn their clientele into art buyers. The (live) auctions with which Christie’s in 2015 moved the market for works presented as masterpieces were also curated. In contrast to the usual procedure of offering works in an auction that were consigned within a prescribed time period, Christie’s teams of experts put these auctions together like collections, and then proactively contacted the owners of the desired works. The formats “Looking forward to the Past” and “The Artist’s Muse” mixed contemporary works with classical modernism and achieved some outstanding prices, including the world record price for Pablo Picasso’s Les femmes d’Alger (Version O), sold for 179 million dollars.217


After 20 years of strong growth, in the 2010s the international art markets reached a consolidation phase that revealed structural limitations. Because since the turn of the millennium, the basis for the boom has been a massively increased number of active art market participants: Rudolf Zwirner, co-founder of Art Cologne, illustrates the development by comparing his work then with his son’s today: “I had twelve clients in Germany, David has 12,000 around the world.” The new buying power from Asia and the Persian Gulf put London once again more into the center of things because it could be more easily reached than New York. Gagosian and Hauser & Wirth had been established here for years, and now the other mega dealers rushed to close that gap in their networks. Both Pace and David Zwirner opened their London spaces in 2012, Marian Goodman followed suit in 2014.218


When the clientele became globalized, so did the artists; since the turn of the millennium, what is being offered, hitherto dominated by art from the nato states, is noticeably more multinational. Although the (historic) works of white male artists still dominate, the buying power among collectors from the Middle and Far East and indeed around the globe has begun to ensure a better balance—with consequences for the process of canonization in general, with institutions putting new foci on artists and artist collectives from all over the world.219


But at some point, there were no longer any “emerging regions” available to keep up the speed of growth on the level of the years 2000 to 2015. This meant two things: the influx of new collectors has been limited since then, and the existing collectors act according to the principle of “replace and refine”: the goal is no longer so much to quickly enlarge a collection: a qualitative improvement by exchanging works seems more desirable. This has made selling works from collections socially acceptable, indeed almost desirable. “Since the Paul Allen Auction everybody wants a Single Owner Sale bearing their name,” says Alexander Rotter, chairman for art of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries at Christie’s.220 At the same time, the group of buyers is getting richer and richer. Whereas in the post-war era, the increase of wealth was evenly distributed over income groups, the gap began to widen in the 1970s. The richest one percent of the world population owned a little below 9 percent of the worldwide wealth, but in 2015 it was 22 percent.221 Since then, this development has accelerated, reflected also in the number of billionaires, which according to Forbes has risen between 2011 and 2023 from 1,209 to 2,640. In the year before the pandemic, wealth grew faster than in the previous five years, so that forty-four percent of the word’s assets were in the hands of the richest one percent of the population.222 Their demand supports price levels and drives gains at the top end of the market.223 The loss of the energy of the newcomers, whose buying patterns reflected the desire for the fastest possible accumulation, reduced the number of transactions. Fewer objects are traded for higher prices. This development also shapes the attitude of the buyers to selling parts of their collections. Whereas hitherto collectors tended to shy away from selling works, because they copied the behavior patterns and standards of museums, they now increasingly developed from connoisseurs (and consumers) to transactors: they are more likely to be willing to part from valued pieces if a good opportunity presents itself.224 There was a surprising balance between old and new taste: ultra-contemporary, global art has since then shown potential for red chip speculation, whereas established oeuvres encourage blue chip investment.225 A tentative high point of the market’s development was the auction of 155 works from the collection of Microsoft’s co-founder Paul Allen, who died in 2018. In November 2022, these works were sold in one evening at Christie’s in New York for more than 1.5 billion dollars—in a general economic and social environment that in view of rising inflation, weak stock markets, and the Ukraine war was anything but easy.226


There have also been reciprocal developments in market structures since the 2010s. Fair companies have become global players and followed the developments that were started by the auction houses ten years before. Market leader Art Basel founded Art Basel HK (in Hongkong) as a third foothold after Basel and Miami, the parent company Messe Schweiz (mch) invested for a while in regional fairs from Delhi via Dusseldorf to London. In reaction, Frieze established a New York branch in March 2012, that same year expanding its London offerings to include classic fine art and antiquities: Frieze Masters. The global expansion of art fairs was welcomed and supported by dealers and gallerists not just because of the growth of business, but it was also seen as an effective means to catch up with the global auction companies and take shares in the profitable growing market of contemporary art from them.227


But even though the number of art fairs and their visitors has increased, according to exhibiting galleries, the number of transactions has decreased: visiting a fair as an event rather than an opportunity to buy. Of course, galleries are not interested in the absolute number of visitors, but in individual financial potency. But with fewer visitors, the buying potential is likely to sink disproportionately.228


As a consequence of these expansions, there was such time pressure that collectors no longer went to gallery openings, but only saw the gallery programs at fairs—with the result that they only got to see sections of the artists’ works. This in turn led to the closure of many galleries, especially in the middle segment of the market.229


An examination of the entire market demonstrates that there was no turnover growth since 2015, but market participants could rely on a demand of ten percent plus / ten percent minus. “Replace and refine” and the daily increase in the circle of the “super rich” are likely to keep supporting sales numbers, until African countries will be so far developed that they can take on the role of new market engines.230 It should not be forgotten until the next boost of growth that global sales of more than sixty billion dollars p.a. is still more than twice as high as in every single documented year up to and including 2005.231


Every person, place, and economic area was affected by the crisis. Those who had a highly developed media strategy early on and did not experience withdrawing as a burden had a distinct advantage, like those industries that could do business digitally. This was doubly problematic for the art world: traditionally slow in adapting to digital practices, especially in the fields of reception and sales, it was focused on direct and personal experience, be that a performative experience or in dealing with the “aura” of the original.




Covid Causes a Global Health Crisis in 2020


Little is known about the origin of the Covid-19 virus, but a great deal is known about the crisis that followed the global spread of the virus. This crisis arrived in the consciousness of the global art world when Art Basel Hongkong was canceled.232 While the virus traveled across the globe, nations restricted the movement of their populations at home: after Chinese regions and neighboring Asian countries, Italy, Spain, Switzerland followed, then Germany, France, and the Benelux countries, finally the United Kingdom and the US. Just before the lockdown, Larry Gagosian had opened a Donald Judd exhibition with a glamorous dinner, “But when I look back, I see the Last Supper.”233


The fact that the Covid crisis led to a complete standstill of public life was new, turning it into a crisis of both supply and demand. Previously, one had “only” known classic crises that affected a part of the economy or a part of the world’s regions. This meant a loss of revenue in affected market segments or regions, and their structures were adapted to the new realities. This crisis, however, affected all industries; all coordinates were moving. The vigor and speed of this dissemination was indicated right at the beginning by the stock market’s reaction when the Dow Jones reached its maximum drawdown in just nineteen days, thus almost halving the previous record of October 1987. In Western industrialized nations, the economic output sank by ten percent in the second quarter, i.e., twice as much as during the global financial crisis in 2009. As early as early summer, there was the first economic data that predicted an economic slump comparable to the Great Depression of the 1930s.234


Economists distinguish two categories of causes for the end of a bull market:235 a wall and a bludgeon. The latter is an immense, unpredicted, negative circumstance. The outbreak of Covid-19 was a typical example for such a blow with a bludgeon. In spring 2020 it hit the financial markets that were not seen as exuberant, but as safe. After a dramatic slump on the stock markets, during which the DAX had fallen forty percent below its peak, the leading German index had recovered by a quarter within just four weeks: a significant slump, followed by a surprisingly rapid turbo upswing. At first, this seemed to be a deceptive effect, familiar from previous crises, especially after the global financial crisis of 2009, when before the final slump of 2009 there were five of those counter movements. This time, the investor caste placed their bets after just a few weeks on a V-shaped recovery, because unlike previous crises, this was not a slump in instalments, but (seen temporally) an isolated event which was immediately followed by an (economic) recovery phase. 236


In this way, the Corona crisis was structurally different from previous situations. On the one hand far-reaching, indeed global, but on the other hand not nearly as destructive of wealth as the financial crisis of 2009 had been. In previous crises, there had been bubbles that burst, and it took a certain time until an economic recovery happened. The Covid crisis, on the other hand, was comparable to a lamp going out—you switch it back on and check whether the lightbulb still works. The darkness prevented money being spent, but the money was still there after the light was turned back on; the luxury goods industry estimated the gap in sales caused by the lockdown to be roughly one third.237


In their regional staggering, the recovery phases followed the pattern of the outbreak. Asia recovered sooner from the effects of the first wave and began the catch-up with a head start. In Europe, it became clear which countries had been better able to protect their population from the virus. It also became clear which ones were welfare states whose citizens benefited from a dense social safety net. It was estimated that in Europe, at most one third of employees lost their work during the pandemic; in the US, it was forty-five percent. In America people noted with some jealousy that in most European countries, most employees were able to return to their jobs after the lockdowns were lifted.238


It was therefore surprising that there was, in that year of crisis, a lot of demand from the US on the art markets. This was by no means due to good financial planning or social security after the European model, but rather due to the high concentration of companies in those industries that were able to profit from the crisis: technology, mail order and online shops, to a lesser degree medical research. Well-off people were able to take advantage of the crisis, and they profited from historically low interest rates everywhere. Especially in the US, but also in Western Europe, the Covid crisis led in an unprecedented fashion to a widening of the income gap; this is the greatest force driving growth in all industries, especially the art markets.239





Cultural workers who, without an audience, could no longer perform suffered the worst impact. But it also affected visual artists, even if they worked in solitude in their studios. Assuming that the reception of their works is part of their creative labor, making access difficult or indeed impossible is an existential interference. Both institutional and commercial players in the art world began to relocate their activities into digital space. And if viewing a museum collection on a screen may almost seem like an adequate substitute, trading artworks necessarily all but stopped at the time of general lockdown.


For the duration of the lockdown, no on-site auctions were possible, so that auction houses that previously did not have an Internet platform were now forced to hold their auctions digitally. What had formerly been a format for auction novices became the only distribution channel, which may have helped the acceptance of higher price thresholds by bidders. The catalogues of online-only auctions also received more attention and were enriched with additional content such as interviews, portraits, and other such material to create art-historical content to increase the appeal of the objects on offer.


Since during the lockdown phases no works could be accepted, examined, photographed, and catalogued, the auction houses initially had to work with what had been already fully processed and was in their depots. The pressure to increase the number of objects offered online as quickly as possible led to an unexpected surge of creativity. This resulted in unusual combinations of objects or areas of collecting which probably would not have happened without the pressure caused by the situation.
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The auction room as a TV studio, New York 2020








Over the summer, the auction companies developed their flagship formats: Christie’s created a global “relay” format to link on-site and online auctions. The New York evening auctions with art of the twentieth century were split into four chapters in four cities, and attuned to regional tastes of collectors.240 Sotheby’s came up with a different solution and staged their New York evening auctions like a contemporary TV show. The auctioneer Oliver Barker did his work in an empty room in London, where he accepted bids via screens; the New York auction room was accessible, but as good as empty. The art market commentator Kenny Schachter called the format the “New Televangelism.” 241


In the field of private sales, there was also talk of large transactions, be it through art dealers or the private sales departments of the auction houses. Important collectors realized that a crisis is always also a good opportunity to add significant works to their collections which in normal times would never be available.242




Cutting Edge: Absolutely Contemporary Art


After a crisis, the financial means of those who profited from it move whole areas of collecting. In addition to the pharmaceutical industry, the winners of 2020/21 were naturally technology companies, because Covid advanced digitization massively. In contrast to 2000/01, when the overvaluation of technology stocks led to the Internet bubble bursting, today stock prices are less based on the hope for future business and more on solid business models and the already established profitability of companies 245


People in this industry often have a distinct preference for contemporary art; they appreciate its expression of youth and openness and its orientation towards the future. More than ever before, cutting edge contemporary art was in demand that reflected the life realities of the new world in which we all had to find our way over night.246


Especially in demand were works by artists who are neither white nor male—exceptions proving the rule. Above all, collectors sought for works with clear messages to zeitgeist issues. The excess demand of the primary markets and the pressure of a lot (and cheap) money in circulation pushed price developments in the secondary market—evening auctions functioned here as publicly visible overflow basins, as it were.


Thus the exuberance of the end of the crisis accelerated the market cycles even more. As part of a reorientation, the switch from primary to secondary market works will slow again, as buyers become more careful. This will once again lower prices of the secondary market entry of young oeuvres. Already, one can see strong differences between more classic and already canonized art and very recent art by young artists. The former already has a market history and therefore there is data on prices available, works are in well-known collections and museums, which signals artistic quality and, in the ideal case, the potential that the value will be maintained. Very young art is less tested and therefore more subject to speculation, which to outsiders sometimes presents itself as a game of “musical chairs”: who owns the work when the music stops, and how much was paid for it?


The greater awareness for these interrelationships was probably also the reason why the development towards a more conservative way of collecting tested works familiar from previous crises was less pronounced than in 2001 or 2009. This meant that the breaking away of the “speculative end” of the price range that could be observed in previous crises was much less pronounced. This is partly because the new buyers in the art markets and their interest in the most recent art do not shy away from a quick turnover and therefore have a much more open mind about the so-called speculation-driven “art flipping,” i.e., the quick (re-) sale after holding on to a work only briefly.247 The pandemic years 2021 and 2022 turned out to be the first crisis which strengthened very young art. Once the speculative layer has melted away, the penchant of those with the greatest purchasing power (the one percent of the one percent) for the art of the post-war period and the turn of the millennium will determine the appearance of the markets, be that at art fairs or at auctions.
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Flora Yukhnovich (*1990), Tu vas me faire rougier, 2017, sold for 1.9 million pounds (2022)
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Ewa Juszkiewicz (*1984), Sisters, 2014, sold for 630,000 pounds (2023)
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Anna Weyant (*1995), Falling Woman, 2020, sold for 1.6 million dollars (2022)













With the cancellation of Art Basel in Basel and the bankruptcy of a “mega artist,” two circumstances had arisen that art historian and journalist Holger Liebs had developed as a vision for the future after the financial crisis 2009. While in Liebs’ prediction it had been Jeff Koons, in the reality of the year 2020 it was Takashi Murakami who in June 2020 announced the bankruptcy of his (or rather probably: one of his) gallery and art production companies on Instagram. All the same, this raised the question whether the business model had reached its limits, and Covid was the trigger for the salvation.243 Many market players initially expected a phase of stagnation where there would be no transactions: Guy Jennings, director of the art advisor Fine Art Group, even predicted a period of “frost.”244 However, the surprisingly high volume of activity on the art market platforms, in virtual viewing rooms or online-only auctions sent the signal that the market was active and the distribution systems were working. This was even more important for professional investors such as pension funds and other funds than for private collectors.


The Corona crisis differed in three important aspects from previous crises: its immediate globality, the simultaneous effects on supply and demand, and the economic consequences. More clearly than ever before, this was an economic crisis of societies, of state budgets and their debts which people will have to pay for in coming years. It may seem cynical to observe that this process reveals and indeed increases income disparities, and looked at purely economically, it fuels luxury markets for real estate, diamonds, and indeed also art. This meant that in the second year of the pandemic, the art markets reached record prices again. According to the Art Basel ubs Global Art Market Report 2022, the global sales of art rose from 50.1 billion in 2020 to 65.1 billion dollars in 2021 (+ 29 percent).


In a market landscape focused on the direct interaction with the physical artwork, digitalization encountered largely unprepared companies. Almost every purchase of an industrially produced every-day commodity is better and more interestingly presented digitally (and in a more user-friendly way) than what is on offer on the art markets. The adaptation of the distribution systems to digital representation revealed two aspects: on the one hand the large gap in the technical and financial capabilities between individual companies in the art market. It is not surprising that as a rule, the international auction houses and mega galleries were quicker to digitalize than their smaller competitors, and their efforts were more thorough and elaborate. On the other hand, it demonstrated how analogue art dealing was and indeed still is.


The newcomers who will fuel the growth of the 2020s will probably come from the metaverse. Crypto billionaires have discovered art, at the latest when the first nft was so spectacularly sold on a classic art market platform: Beeple’s work Everydays: the First 5000 Days was sold in March 2021 at Christie’s for 69.3 million dollars—this is the converted price, because the currency used was “of course” Ether. Whereas previously nft-based works had been traded only on specialized platforms, since then numerous art market players have been offering NFTs, from other auction houses like Sotheby’s and Phillips or gallery generalists like Pace to the specialized companies like Kate Vass. Galerie Nagel Draxler has launched the first analogue gallery space exclusively devoted to presenting nft-based and blockchain-based art: the Berlin Crypto Cabinet.




The markets’ enthusiasm for NFTs, however, initially concealed the fact that not everything that is created with this technology is art, and that canonization has at best been quite rudimentary: the wheat has not yet been separated from the chaff. It is also easily forgotten that this development stands for an overwhelmingly large group which, as a tech community, is looking where they can use cryptocurrencies and how artists engage with this technology—the final minutes of the Beeple auction were followed online by around 22 million viewers. Numerous record prices of the year for nft works, but also for analogue works like Banksy’s Love is in the bin are probably also due to the fact that the sellers accept cryptocurrencies.


After the Covid 19 crisis, it was generally understood that the world had changed, and people had also changed. Olga Tokarczuk, winner of the Nobel Prize for Literature, wrote: “Isn’t it true that we have returned to our normal rhythm of life? That the virus didn’t disrupt the norm, but rather the other way round: that the hectic world before the virus was not normal?”248




War in Ukraine and the Middle East


When the Covid crisis abated, Russia attacked neighboring Ukraine in February 2022. The war had a direct impact on the art markets because it led on the one hand to strong anti-Russian sentiments in western societies, and on the other hand to looting of cultural goods in the (later annexed) regions.249 On the art market, both the selection of objects as well as due care in the choice of contract partners were affected. Even though all large art market companies from Gagosian to Sotheby’s and Christie’s were present in Russia., the war had only minor commercial consequences as the percentage of Russian buyers had declined since the global financial crisis anyway.250 The efforts of the Russian state to prevent demonstrative consummation abroad had not just prevented domestic collectors, but also collectors with Russian roots in the diaspora if they still had business interests in Russia. Therefore, the international trade volume had sunk to below five percent of the global art market sales.
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Steel center table with ormolu, manufactured by the Imperial Armory Tula, ca. 1785–1790, sold for 686,000 pounds (2001), acquired by the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York
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Peter Carl Fabergé (1846–1920), Rothschild Fabergé egg, 1902, sold for 9 million pounds (2007)








Since the Russian invasion, art market companies had to exercise an even stricter due diligence: no business relationships with clients in Russia or with persons who were on the list of people on whom sanctions were imposed. Additionally, the entire export of luxury goods, including art and antique furniture, from the G7 states were forbidden. This applied not just to individuals and companies, but also to objects.251 The London Saatchi Gallery experienced first-hand how seriously these demarcations were observed. After lengthy discussions about a Russian curator and his network who was to curate an exhibition of Ukrainian art planned for the fall of 2022, The Ukrainian Way was canceled four weeks before the opening.252 In the summer of 2022, the Ukrainian Museum in New York established a digital rescue program called SAFE which runs a joint archive platform for Ukrainian institutions and also supports the digitization of the holdings, for example through cloud financing.253


Of all individual markets, London was probably hit hardest by these restrictions, as is the city where Russian collectors traditionally like to settle and trade—it is not accidentally also popularly known as “Londongrad.” “Russian sales,” focusing mainly on paintings from the nineteenth century, the applied arts, and Fabergé, which before the war had taken place twice a year, were immediately canceled, the format was eliminated and the objects and works were newly subsumed in general auctions of the various fields of collecting. Additionally, many artists’ “branding” was made more regionally precise; for example, Ivan Aivazovsky, whose works were highly valued in his segment, was, historically correctly, presented as a Ukrainian artist because he was born in Crimea.254 Of all art market companies, Phillips, owned since 2008 by the Russian Mercury Group, faces the greatest individual risk. At the beginning of the London auction season, the management published a statement condemning the war and making clear that the two Russian owners were not subject to sanctions. Subsequently, the company donated the profits of the evening auctions of that season to the Ukrainian Red Cross.255 Long after many producing industries had done so, art world players also left Russia, and the international auction houses discreetly closed their Moscow offices. The International Council of Museums (ICOM) Standing Committee for Ethics’ (Ethcom) recommendation to exclude Russia from the ICOM attracted far more attention; this step was without precedence since ICOM was founded in 1946.256


In October 2023, the cultural scene was shaken by Hamas’ attack on Israeli society. The bewilderment among artists was probably particularly pronounced, not least because they had made particular efforts in recent years to develop a multi-perspective view of the world that sought to overcome the dominance of the Western, European-influenced view, which stood in the way of a reflexive partisanship for any reaction by the Israeli state. The often-admitted helplessness in the face of the brutality of the attack was interpreted by parts of the political and media public as a hidden anti-Semitic attitude, which only intensified the polarization of the public debate. In Germany in particular, the artistic scene was suddenly confronted with authoritarian interventions, cancellations of performances, awards, and exhibitions, which raised unexpected doubts about the robustness of artistic freedom. The most visible expression of this crisis-like escalation was the situation of Documenta following the resignation of the selection committee for its next edition. At the same time, this makes it clear that art today is possibly more strongly integrated into the political balance of power than before, which can be interpreted as an expression of recognized social relevance. This will also have a direct impact on the art markets of the future.
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