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Preface

Beauty demands possession. Whether owned by the individual, the community or the state, over time and across many cultures, significant artworks have always been jealously admired and controlled.

As part and parcel of our need to hold close and admire artworks, our understanding of art history and theory helps us to analyse the nature of beauty itself—the first half of the equation. Our understanding of the art market helps us to analyse how beauty is controlled and distributed—how we possess. The two fields of art endeavour, I believe, fit hand in glove.

I highlight the interrelated fields of art understanding—between art history and theory, and the art market—because, much to my continued amazement, many in the art world continue to squirm, twitch and become quite hostile when faced with any discussion relating to art and money. This aversion to discussing art business is a form of narrow-minded nineteenth-century snobbery about all things trade.

These considerable pockets of quasi-academic resistance give no truck to the notion that an investigation of the art market is a most helpful tool in understanding the life cycle of art—its chain of distribution, from creation to current resting place. Nor do I recoil from the notion of art as a serious asset; art has always followed money.

An age-old tenet I have coined is the Medici Principle. The gravitational pull of art towards money can be dated to 1434 when the Italian Medici family of bankers, merchants and grand art patrons ruled Florence, spending lavishly on religious foundations while commissioning works for the family palace. The Medici wealth, based as it was on trade and not land, laid the foundation stone to the explosion of creativity we know as the Renaissance. A patron’s creativity was shrewdly balanced by the artist’s understanding of the market. The Italian Renaissance painter Giorgio Vasari (1511–1574), commenting on his infamously talented colleague Giovanni Antonio Bazzi (1477–1549), stated ‘his brush danced according to the tune of money’. And so it has been since the beginning of currency.

Having championed the working of the art market for many years, I do so within the framework of stressing to would-be collectors the importance of understanding the story of art. It is most important that they read as many art reference books as the body can bear. No collector or would-be collector should be without the basics: Bernard Smith with Terry Smith, Australian Painting 1788–2000 (Oxford University Press, 2003); Mary Eagle and John Jones, The Story of Australian Art (the ICI Collection) (Pan Macmillan, 1996); Wally Caruana, Aboriginal Art (Thames & Hudson, 2003); Susan McCulloch, Contemporary Aboriginal Art (Allen & Unwin, 2001); and Alan and Susan McCulloch, The Encyclopedia of Australian Art (Allen & Unwin, 1994).

If the art academic’s attitude block to any knowledge of the art market were in itself benign, it would be easily dismissed as reactionary. However, when many business-averse art curators dismiss the centrality of trade on one hand, yet direct significant taxpayer art acquisitions budgets on the other, it becomes a serious problem. Invariably those that disdain the market, yet buy in the market, do so poorly. Many art museums have vast Indiana Jones-style warehouses full of art curators’ never-to-see-the-light-of-day-again art buying mistakes. Given the sheer volume of these buying mistakes, it is far from surprising that we don’t have many public art museums throw open their doors to allow the public to tour their treasure stores. As was said in a series of Australian Football League advertisements: ‘I would like to see that.’
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Like what you buy

I have no idea where the belief that you must buy art that you don’t like comes from, but like some introduced noxious art collecting weed it has a tenacious little life all of its own and it should be uprooted. Collectors and would-be collectors in some number continue to hold the belief that in order to own valuable art they must pay the money and occasionally be prepared not to like what they ‘have’ to buy. At least once a month I speak with a collector who has bought, or is contemplating buying, art that they don’t actually like—true, totally weird and so absolutely wrong. An art market bottom line has always been that if art is appreciated, it will appreciate. Financial common sense should tell a collector that the optimum resale environment into which they sell a painting is an expanding market of general demand. If you hate a painting, the chances are someone like you—and possibly a potential buyer—will also hate the painting. Such ‘having to buy art that you don’t like’ sentiments don’t nurture an expanding art market.

Why buy on name alone when there are so many beautiful, academically important, dynamic paintings out there? Everyone can find any number of important paintings to suit their taste and budget, to which end further into the book I have listed some significant art market artists you should consider purchasing. These are artists across a range of styles, from the figurative to abstraction, from Indigenous and non-Indigenous artists, from easy on the eye to challenging, and some artists to watch out for in the future.

Good doesn’t mean hard. Should you conjure up a financially significant artwork in your mind you will more often than not imagine a painting of great beauty. In a world market, Monet’s multi-million-dollar paintings of water lilies, for example, are not ugly things. A collector should visually enjoy art. The emotional and intellectual uplift that art can bring to our everyday lives is in the end what collecting pictures and other artworks is all about. Art has the ability to tell us who we are and about the society we live in. An old painting can be a bit like an historic document, showing the viewer where in a sense we have come from. Contemporary art should help us to make sense of where we are, while artists in any age have looked to the future, pointing us to where we would like to go. I cannot stress enough the importance and ability of good artwork to reach out and talk with the viewer. Good art isn’t wallpaper. If your art doesn’t talk to you, then change it.

For a collector to not have an emotional attachment to their art is to misunderstand its appreciable qualities. Collectors and dealers who are attached to their art do better. I am so often relieved to see art dealers who in the end won’t sell the art they buy. For the good dealer there is a major art world catch-22 situation: they buy art to sell, yet as a collector they become mighty attached to the art and in many instances they won’t sell. It is this visual and emotional attachment that separates the better art dealers from mere art commodity traders. Take a tip from me: look to see what the art dealer collects and won’t let go. Superior art dealers trade paintings and build a personal art collection.

This attitude of buying what you think will go up in value, as opposed to buying what you enjoy, indicates the reality that too many collectors, both novice and experienced alike, still headhunt signatures rather than artworks. Never buy just a signature; the artwork must stand on its own merits irrespective of the artist’s reputation. A bad painting from the hand of a good artist will always remain a bad painting and, accordingly, be treated as such in the marketplace. Given that the turnaround period for art resale is rarely less than ten years, that is a long time to live with an unloved artwork purchased solely on the strength of a misguided, slightly skewed view of art as a cold, somewhat emotionally detached commodity.

Buying right

The value of a particular artwork is indicative of numerous unique subjective considerations. The trick to purchasing a quality painting or other artwork capable of obtaining strong capital growth involves the collector or first-time buyer holding up a ‘buying right’ template to the picture they are considering purchasing. If, prior to purchase, the collector is satisfied that the intended artwork favourably lives up to or exceeds each subjective consideration, then their art collecting risk with regards to that particular artwork has been minimised—the collector is buying right.

The subjective factors that come into play when assessing the value of an individual work of fine art include the following:

• The status or standing of the artist in question: are they already a somebody or at present a nobody in the art world? Not surprisingly, quality art buying more often than not relies on artists being already well known to the secondary art market. Collectors are advised to undertake their homework in this area. Treat with a grain of salt the assertions of the seller. Buy Alan and Susan McCulloch’s The Encyclopedia of Australian Art (1994) and John Furphy’s Australian Art Sales Digest (2004 edition). If the artist in question is in both these art reference works then they are at the very least on the secondary art market radar.

• Artists have good days and bad days. Given the general level of substance abuse often found within the artistic milieu, quite frankly it’s not uncommon for artists to have good or bad years, or even a decade or two. Although not all artists partake of the dubious fuel of substance abuse, very few artists—like anybody—remain constant in the quality of their output. The trick for any serious collector of artworks is to understand and differentiate between the creative periods within any artist’s life, to chart and understand why art scholars and the art market prize one period of time or series of pictures painted within that period over and above other paintings painted in different years. An understanding of the artistic hierarchy of an artist’s dates and periods allows the collector to focus their buying when possible on those strong artworks or themes from the artist’s best years.

• The medium, condition, provenance, and exhibition and publication history of the work must pass muster to a standard of good to very impressive. (I will discuss these points in some depth later.) If in doubt, a collector should keep looking.

• Size matters, particularly with very, very large contemporary art. Be careful when purchasing your drop-dead wall statement that you are actually able to get that painting or sculpture in to the room. Many apartments and their service lifts don’t take large art well. Only the other day I was installing a two-metre-plus Baluka Maymuru Larrakitj (hollow log) pole entitled Dhakandjali (2003) in the sitting room of my house. The pole could make it through the door, but I just couldn’t stand it up—the work missed going under the ceiling by about six millimetres. An artwork that is just too big will have a limited, sometimes only corporate, market to sell into.

• A painting’s subject matter must be neither offensive nor unpopular. For example, portraits of somebody else’s family are generally not all that easy to sell. However, if you have a portrait to sell, it is better that it is an image of a pretty, young girl with a cute doll, rather than Mr very ordinary John Smith. A picture of any bridge is generally considered difficult to offload. Overtly religious works, sexually provocative works or paintings of dead animals all equate to uneasy subject matters; this also includes artificial legs, slicing machines and so on. Funny that, men don’t normally gravitate towards paintings with meat-slicing machines predominantly illustrated.

• Whether a painting is signed or not. (I will discuss this later).

• The artwork’s previous appearance on the art market, and possibly the city, in which it is sold must be taken into consideration when purchasing an artwork. In a nutshell, avoid buying those over-exposed, tired pictures that keep surfacing for sale every two years.

• Collectors must take into account the cyclical nature of the art market and economy itself. The commonsense strategy is to sell in a boom and buy in a bust. In general, the last seven years have been a good time to sell.

• It is very important to know of the availability and value of other works, by the same artist, on the market at the same time. After all, value is comparative.

• Collectors should consider their final price: does an auction house buyer’s premium apply, or are there any hidden costs such as shipping and insurance that may distort the final cost?

• An understanding of the general vagaries of taste and fashion is always a considerable help in deciding whether or not to buy art, as artists and subject matter have a tendency to move in and out of fashion. A collector with a mind for a good return on their purchase price should acquire works exhibiting universal themes and emotions.

When not to buy art

Collectors frequently quiz me on how and when to buy art and occasionally what artworks they should buy. Essentially they are enquiring about all those art market things they should do, but it is just as important for collectors to consider what actions or situations should set the alarm bells ringing. Knowing what a collector should avoid doing is equally as necessary as knowing what to do.

Beware of buying art at night

The chances of buying art impulsively are greater at night than they are during the day. At night your psychological defences are down; you tend to be less focused on rational, practical issues and more interested in entertaining yourself and having a good time. The best approach to considered collecting is to obtain a sneak preview during the day prior to the exhibition opening, or on the opening night place a reserve sticker on the artwork that takes your fancy. In that way, having reserved your artwork you return in the clear light of day to reconsider your possible purchase.

Beware of buying art while on holiday

Holidays are a good time to relax; they are not the best environment in which to buy quality art. It has been my experience that absolute buying and selling meltdown occurs when a collecting couple take a rare holiday. It is hardly surprising, then, that many of Australia’s largest and most profitable art galleries flourish in holiday destinations.

Never collect art based on the artist’s name only. Never be star-struck by an artist’s reputation. You are, after all, buying an artwork (the object) and not the artist themself.

Beware of the sale deal

Alarm bells should ring when an art dealer lowers the price of a painting drastically. Ask yourself why they are so desperate for a sale.

Beware of buying art under pressure

Ignore the dealer who stands at your shoulder. You need space and time to make your choice.

Think twice before buying art that is for sale in restaurants

Try to buy only from professionals whose only business is buying and selling art.

Beware of opening night fever

When I come to think of it, I am hard pressed to find any market or industry so fuelled by alcohol as the buying and selling of art. Budding and hardened art aficionados are feted with exhibition opening night drinks, pre-auction viewing drinks, VIP client dinners and drinks, auction sale night drinks, drinks and more drinks. On more than the odd occasion, alcohol has prompted an exhibition sale or sparked a competitive bidding duel that has escalated the price of an artwork. Punters such as the screamingly drunken Tasmanian fisherman-cum-art collector at Christie’s a few years ago may well lose their heads and bid $16 000 for a painting they didn’t really want, but it is well to remember that art gallery and auction house drinks providers rarely cancel sales. Shopping and alcohol is the ultimate bad look. A sober collecting head makes the best art-buying decisions.

Don’t be fooled by red stickers

Beware the red spot. Denoting that a work has been sold by placing a small red sticker by its side is a common marketing practice in the art world. But it can also be used as a clever sales tool. Some dealers place red spots next to unsold works in order to give the appearance that the artist’s works are popular and selling well. This is especially useful with prints, when a handful of red dots next to the work will indicate a powerful thumbs-up to any doubting buyers. Try not to be influenced by a sea of red.

Art shopping psychology

Sir Elton John, the universally acknowledged God of Shopping, recently descended on our shores and sent many an art and antique dealer into a lather. A prodigious shopper and significant fine and decorative art collector, it once tumbled out that Sir Elton had spent around A$90 million in a twenty-month period, an average of $4.5 million a month. In the midst of a rather messy court case filed by Sir Elton against his former management company, it was revealed that between January 1996 and September 1997 Sir Elton spent £293 000 (approximately A$900 000) on flowers alone. Confronted during cross-examination with this trifle, Sir Elton replied: ‘Yes, I like flowers.’ And so do we.

Sir Elton has over the years amassed or disbursed important collections as diverse in object and period as vintage and veteran cars, contemporary photography, pop memorabilia, art deco jewellery, Biedermeier furniture, French glass, English porcelain and Aboriginal art. His taste is quite frankly broad and first class. Sir Elton likes to break the tedium of world touring with much world-class shopping.

Retail therapy and its subsequent impact on buying art have, as a layman in pop psychology, fascinated me for some time. Just how and when collectors shop is an all-important consideration in knowing some of the pitfalls of buying. After all, collectors should understand some of the more prominent art buying patterns and not be enslaved to them.

One large and significant class of fine art purchaser is the couple aged from 40 to 60 years. Politically incorrect as it may be, it has been my experience that it is usually the woman who initiates much of the interest in art collecting, while the man carries the wallet. As such, a lethal art selling combination for any art gallery is to have the woman and man together. Art sales assistants pounce faster on couples. To have an art-interested couple walk through the gallery door is the dream sales environment. However, in today’s transcontinental business world this is far from easy to achieve. The art-interested couple may have time to spend only one day of the weekend together, so it is during this one-day spending window of opportunity that art galleries want many to shop.

Following on from the ‘buying together on the weekend’ theme, absolute buying and selling dynamite ignites when the art-interested couple take a short rare holiday. As mentioned, it is far from surprising then that many of Australia’s largest and most profitable art galleries flourish in holiday destinations. The art-interested couple have a long lunch, start to wind down and then go for a restorative stroll. Bang—chalk up another art sale. Alongside holiday hot spots, many galleries close to up-market hotels and restaurants do a roaring post-lunch weekend trade.

Make time for your collection

Have you tried to buy a Bill Henson photograph of late? Or, for that matter, a George Tjungurrayi, David Bromley, Wendy Sharpe, Leonard Brown or Philip Wolfhagen painting? And the list goes on. The chances are that, unless you were on some preferential art gallery waiting list, you arrived at the opening night exhibition only to find every single painting sold. Good contemporary artists are selling like hot cakes, while slow and poorly prepared contemporary art collectors are getting mighty hot under the collar. Confronted with today’s fast-moving, swift-selling contemporary art market, my collecting mantra is this: make time for your art collection, think clearly and move decisively. Don’t get angry; get organised.

We are all time poor. While that may be the reason too many buyers allow their art collecting decisions to be pushed to the back burner, it is no excuse. Not allocating enough time in your work schedule to do things properly is simply foolish. If a collector doesn’t make regular time in their week or month to contemplate their art collecting strategy, then they have a major problem.

I have seen highly astute businesspeople pore over potential financial investments and make considered, timely and ultimately wise decisions. I have also seen those same individuals make alarmingly ill-informed, on-the-run snap art decisions. I have seen vast sums of money spent without due process on what may or may not turn out to be a highly valuable art asset. Worse still, I have witnessed far too many collectors being crowded out by their mainstream work life, making no art collecting decisions at all and seeing the golden buying opportunity pass. It is imperative to make the time to fully consider every buying opportunity.

Think clearly and be prepared. Make at least a cursory list of contemporary artists whose work interests you. You can start by buying a copy of Artbank’s book Art in Public Spaces (2001). This volume is a terrific publication that illustrates the use of contemporary art in homes and offices, with loads of images to help any collector form a list. (Artbank can be contacted on www.artbank.gov.au (02) 9662 8011.) However, more on Artbank later.

By all means leave yourself totally open to the unexpected and new, but have some idea of who you may wish to collect and do the groundwork. Find out which art dealer(s) exhibit your targeted artist and get on that dealer’s mailing list. Track your targeted artist’s forthcoming exhibition dates, both in your area and interstate. As many of the best contemporary artists show nationally, if you miss out on buying from a Leonard Brown exhibition in, say, Melbourne, plan to catch the sale catalogue for the artist’s upcoming Sydney or Brisbane show. In some instances, exhibitions held in smaller markets often attract a smaller asking price. Some of my best buying, whether of colonial furniture or contemporary art, is done in Hobart or Brisbane.

Make yourself and your interests known to the relevant art dealer, and get on the preferential list of collectors who are given priority access to the next show. Art dealers don’t muck around, so don’t badger them if you are not serious.

In today’s seller’s market, be decisive. Having made time in your schedule, done some preliminary homework and having let your interest be known when you see an artwork you like, consider whether to purchase or not in a timely manner. Don’t dawdle. Remember that art dealers equipped with email images can reach prepared collectors almost anywhere. Even if only ten people attend the opening exhibition, the dealer can send out dozens of images to interested collectors. If you need to make some buying breathing space, do the smart thing and reserve an artwork. This will take the work off the market for some days. And if you still miss out on an artwork at an exhibition, take it on the chin, put it down to experience and move on.

Almost all art galleries have more art for sale than what you see displayed in the white cube of the gallery. Galleries often have additional artworks stored in stock rooms, back offices and so on. Some galleries keep photo albums of art that they have in storage and/or pieces that they have access to out of private art collections.

Whenever you are in a gallery and don’t see any art that interests you, never just turn around and walk straight out the door. Introduce yourself to the gallery staff, state exactly what kind of art you are interested in and enquire as to whether the gallery has similar works not currently on display.

Good art galleries want you to rummage through their stock room. As an art sales strategy, many galleries make their stock easily accessible. Galleries like nothing more than the fossicking collector who thinks he or she has turned up some hidden gem not on public view. In a nutshell, you do yourself a major disservice when you browse in silence and then leave, because you miss seeing everything for sale that is out of public view.

Also beware of the current trend towards art dealers publishing monographs on their artists, in what isn’t anything more than a slick marketing scheme to sell paintings. And this is how it works: A collector makes an enquiry about purchasing a painting. The art dealer will tell them that for an additional $1000 the painting will be featured—in a large colour plate—in the forthcoming book on the artist. Many bite at this ‘opportunity’. Big deal—vanity publishing holds little credibility and all the collector has done is paid another $1000 for some dubious future benefit. Concentrate on taking money off a sale—not adding to the cost of the sale.

Buy quality. Whatever your budget, any art adviser worth their salt will direct clients towards purchasing, within the collector’s budget and taste, the best readily available example of a significant work in the marketplace. However, buying quality is, unfortunately, an art industry maxim that is far more easily discussed than achieved. Quality as an art world standard is a subjective ideal, a collecting benchmark that must be understood through a comparison between any number of similar artworks. And there’s the rub. The overwhelming majority of fine artworks, paintings and drawings, are original one-offs and such artistic individuality can make comparisons between even similar artworks difficult.

Remember, a bad painting by a good painter will always be a bad work of art. In an attempt to gain a grip on buying quality, collectors are advised to discipline themselves to the hard slog of attending innumerable art auctions and viewing literally dozens and dozens of a particular artist’s work. Consistently viewing art allows a collector to develop what is known in the trade as an ‘eye’ for quality. There are no guarantees that all collectors will develop an eye, but there can be no doubt that the more you look the better you see. Aside from taking the time to develop a connoisseur’s eye, it isn’t too much for a collector to ask that their art dealer quality control gallery exhibitions. Sadly, not all art dealers cull inferior artworks as much as they should, although a good art dealer will sift the art chaff from the straw.

Commissioning an artist

Commissioning an artist to produce an artwork on demand is a tricky business, indeed. I have seen monumental failures and great successes. Collectors wanting to head down the commissioning path need on the whole to be more involved in the buying process than is usual. They also need to keep an open, flexible mind and in many cases a sense of humour. Let’s start with the negatives.

Possibly the most prevalent form of artist’s commission is one where the collector sees in an exhibition a painting they like and want, but the painting has been sold. No difficulty, the consultant or art dealer will tell you, the artist will paint another. A ‘paint one just like the last one’ type of commission can turn out to be one huge problem, as good and serious artists rarely replicate an artwork exactly.

Having organised a commission undertaken by a talented and pleasingly edgy contemporary artist, let me assure you that sometimes the patron receives more than was bargained for. One example that I know of was to be a large work, similar in subject matter to a painting illustrated on the front cover of the then artist’s last exhibition catalogue. The original painting depicted a provocative, young, possible sex industry worker brandishing a hand gun in a multi-storey office block—all great and forceful stuff. On completion of the commissioned painting, the artist had indeed reproduced another come hither young lady in an office block with a menacing hand gun; however, taking the painting to the edge, the artist had repositioned the hand gun. Suffice to say that the angle of the hand gun’s dangle would have caused many an office worker to run into the water cooler and a few to blush. Unable to be hung in the public place it was intended for, the strong, quality painting was sold to a private collector and another successfully commissioned.

Most artists, being the talented individuals they are, will want to change and progress their body of work with every single picture. The difficulty for the collector commissioning an artwork based on replicating another painting is that the image of the first painting is firmly etched in their head. A second work, no matter how small the variation, isn’t the first and never can be. In order to avoid the ‘paint one just like the last one’ commissioning complications, either order the artwork without an obligation to buy—an approach that often works—or let the whole commissioning process go. It may be best, if you miss out on the painting you really wanted, to wait for the artist’s next exhibition. In that way, if you get in early you can buy what you can see.

Now for the positives. The commissions that achieve the most success occur when the confident, involved patron comes to the project with an expectation of quality but few requirements as to the artwork’s specific details. This affords the artist(s) the time and opportunity to undertake new work.

The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) commissioned in 2003 a major collaborative painting 1 × 11 m long for the atrium of their new offices in Belconnen in Canberra. The artists chosen were from Warlukurlangu Artists Association at Yuendumu, some 290 kilometres west of Alice Springs. The artists selected as the subject of the painting a Janganpa (possum ancestor) dreaming. All members of the Warlpiri-speaking community of Yuendumu have ancestrally endowed relationships to the site, either as owners or guardians. This subject was chosen to reflect the all-inclusive nature of the business carried out by the Bureau of Statistics.

Kicking off the commission, Australian statistician Dennis Trewin and assistant statistician Kerrie Duff organised and accompanied the artists, on a trip that took them three hours northwest of Yuendumu to Mawurrji—a kind of ground zero for the Warlpiri possum dreaming. This creative pre-commission trip was undertaken to provide further inspiration to the artists, by refreshing their connection with the land and stimulating the group’s discussion as to who would lead whom in putting down the possum dreaming narratives. Due to the ABS’s creative involvement, and the provision of additional resources, in the following weeks 40 community artists (watched over by innumerable camp dogs) worked on and sang their narrative into existence. The result was that the ABS has on its hands a monumental canvas, a valuable painting and an outstanding commissioning success story.

Collecting associations

It pays to belong. Collectors are well advised to engage with their peers, either in a collecting association such as the Australiana Society, or more widely through a subscription to a local state art museum. Whichever avenue of support is chosen, for what is often a modest tax-deductible outlay collectors can join a society or members’ organisation and develop their knowledge, while at the same time establishing important private and trade contacts. For when all is said and done, to be the recipient of all-important insider information a collector has to make the effort to get on the inside.

Within a modest budget I collect among other things colonial cedar furniture. I have been a member of the Australiana Society for a number of years and my quarterly copy of its Australiana is much awaited. I read or scan all the articles and always look at the advertisements. I look to see which dealers support the society. It tends to be that the more knowledgeable dealers in the field of colonial art lend their support and advertise their wares in Australiana, a case in point being the regular advertisement taken by respected South Australian dealer Peter R. Walker. Walker advertises in and financially supports the magazine through awarding a writing prize for the best article contributed to the magazine. Remember, if you associate with the best people, you obtain the best results.

To balance my nineteenth- and early twentieth-century buying interests, I am, for an ever-growing fee, a member of the Contemporary Collection Benefactors (ccb) group at the Art Gallery of New South Wales. Membership of the ccb (groovy, baby) entitles me to attend lectures by curators and artists, together with invitations to gallery openings and the ccb Christmas party—the last one I attended was a total drunken hoot. A very enjoyable part of belonging to the ccb is ‘Eat Your Art Out’, which are events held at the homes of major collectors and artist studios. Funds raised by the ccb have enriched the Art Gallery with works by Colin McCahon, Cy Twombly, Bronwyn Oliver, Peter Atkins and Fiona Hall.

I am most fortunate to receive the Historic Houses Trust, Maritime Museum, Art Gallery of New South Wales, Queensland Art Gallery and Art Gallery of South Australia members’ magazines. I also receive via email copies of the National Gallery of Australia and National Portrait Gallery newsletters. From the art gallery magazines I monitor recent art museum acquisitions, as it is important for any art collector to know exactly whom the art institutions are collecting. This wasn’t the case a mere decade ago, when the art market kiss of death when describing or valuing a painting for sale was to label it ‘of institutional interest’. ‘Of institutional interest’ in those days meant an atypical, often dull painting, an overly academic work that appealed almost exclusively to the cash-poor art institutions, which were notoriously slow to make up their purchasing minds. Then, the stigma of institutional interest retarded an artist’s or painting’s full financial potential.

This isn’t the case today. Increasingly, art museums have their eye on attracting audiences, so it is out with the academically important yet drab picture and in with the academically important dynamic painting. The Art Gallery of South Australia (AGSA), which has one of the finest collections of any gallery and an outstanding director in Ron Radford, is an art institution whose collecting policies are worth watching. One particular issue of the AGSA magazine listed their acquisition of a strong 1950s Dorrit Black painting entitled The Road Makers. In terms of contemporary Indigenous work, the AGSA has picked up a Linda Syddick Tjungkiya Napaltjarri canvas entitled Tingari Dreaming at Walukurritja (2002).

For those interested in the issues confronting art museums, a Museums Australia membership and magazine does the trick—but please, only if you are seriously hard core. Museums Australia also has an email news service. Finally, maintaining one foot in the grave of my former life as a criminal lawyer, I keep up my membership of the New South Wales Law Society. And let me tell you, the Law Society’s magazine is guaranteed to replace any sedative currently available over the counter at your local chemist.

Developing patience when collecting

Collecting isn’t shopping. I have already noted the need for collectors or first-time buyers to be organised, to put aside time in their day or month to form and work through their collection strategy. A collector also needs to learn to bide their time, to be as patient as they can be in the art hunt. Good collectors don’t rush out to fill an arts order; instead, they take the time to know what they want and have the faith to wait and search thoroughly for it.

It is probably best that I reveal a little home truth: I wasn’t born with patience. My glib, rather time-worn defence to this gaping hole in my character has always been, that if I had wanted to have patience I would have become a doctor. Humorous as this throwaway line may be, in my middle age I am at least attempting to learn some collecting patience.

As is often the case, I am far better at instilling patience in others. Over the years, on a professional level I have spent a great deal of time holding back collectors from inappropriately timed buying. Whether spending up big time after a long liquid lunch on holidays at the beach or even at airports, there is the right and wrong time and place to buy quality art. In terms of a difficult time, an ever-increasing number of collectors want to begin their buying year in January. Admiring their verve as I do, the problem is that traditionally the whole of January and nearly all of February have been an arts industry down time.

The January–February art shut-down phenomenon is changing, albeit slowly. A growing number of the upper-end and more astute dealers have cottoned on to the trend of the well-heeled expatriate collector returning home for an Australian summer break. This once-a-year family and friends trip is often the only time the nostalgic expats have to see and buy Australian art. Aside from this niche buying market, in terms of the broader collecting public as a general rule the volume of good-quality artworks and exhibitions doesn’t generally come to the market until early March.

Alongside knowing when and where not to buy, long-time collectors have realised that by exercising a little collecting patience, there is a real chance that they can catch that must-have artwork the next time around. That’s right: due to death, debt and divorce—many, particularly older—artworks reappear on the market every fifteen years or so. Others, not necessarily the artworks that you would want, yo-yo up for sale almost yearly. One of my all-time favourite things to do during a quiet moment at my desk is to look through the late 1960s and early 1970s Christie’s catalogues. I call it ‘spot the old sales new again’. Although I should get out more, looking through any catalogue more than a decade or so old should reinforce to collectors this art-recycling trend.

In a somewhat extreme example of art hunter patience, I know one high-end world-class collector, with bulletproof net worth, who has the infinite discipline to only buy counter—cyclically—that is, in a soft market. Yes, he can stop buying those Picassos and wait seven to nine years for the market to turn his way, and then he resumes collecting. This big game hunter has the optimism, patience and discipline to wait and pick up that blue period Picasso the next time around in a more favourable market. Not surprisingly, with that kind of cash and strategy, he has an excellent, wisely collected art asset. Back on earth, should I have held off collecting for seven to nine years, the chances are I would have gone under a bus and have achieved nothing. While looking on the bright side, with a softer art market expected over the next five years I can continue on my impatient and less disciplined collecting way knowing that I am now in-sync with the big boys.

Reading art images

Although it is widely accepted that an image of an artwork can be manipulated on a computer screen to make the original work look far better than it actually is, it isn’t widely appreciated that some great art, no matter how good the image, fails to reproduce to anywhere near the quality of the original. For better or worse, collectors would do well to remind themselves that an image of an artwork is just an image, and often an inferior one at that.

It catches me out all the time. There are thousands of contemporary artists working at any one time, and in response to this vast output I receive dozens of exhibition flyers every day. Although I travel a great deal, I still unfortunately need to make my viewing decisions based partly on my knowledge of the artist’s work and to a fair degree on the quality of the image on the flyer. If the exhibition flyer looks fantastic, it may well lure me to the viewing. However, I have to be doubly careful not to dismiss contemporary art that illustrates poorly (lucky art gallery).

A case in point: having received an illustrated exhibition flyer from Philip Bacon Galleries showcasing his Davida Allen exhibition, I took the opportunity to view the latest body of work from an artist I have long admired and whose work I own. From the flyer, the seemingly crowded images were interesting but hardly compelling: in fact, a few works seemed a touch scrappy. With mixed feelings I went. In the flesh, however, what I had seen as ‘crowded’ pictures turned out to be multi-layered. Allen’s bush-walking paintings were as dappled and layered as the Australian bush. The three-dimensionality of Allen’s work, her paintings so thick and luxurious that they are almost edible, was lost on the two-dimensional reproduction. I had been caught out yet again.

When discussing this phenomenon with my colleague Terry Conroy, assistant business editor for The Australian, he pointed out: ‘No matter how good a painting reproduces in a newspaper or a magazine, or even on heavy, glossy stock of the auction catalogue, the sheer presence of a painting—the way it can dominate a space—cannot be replicated.’ Good point, as images, even good-quality ones, don’t allow for the physicality of art.

Alongside the three-dimensional nature and sheer physical presence of much contemporary artwork, neither of which can be replicated by an image, many intricate details and subtle shades of colour wash out in the printing process. In newspaper print, for instance, Aboriginal works of art are all too easily lost on a colour page. When reproduced in black and white, all is lost. The team responsible for laying out my art market page in The Australian sometimes agonises over which artwork to use to illustrate the article. Often, they have to choose the best work to reproduce on newsprint, not the best work to illustrate the point being made. Works that reproduce well on newsprint, even if they are not the better examples, tend to have distinct colour contrast, strong design sensibilities and a matt finish.

As simplistic as this may at first seem, in a time-poor, marketing-slick art world of email images, snappy exhibition flyers and glossy auction catalogues, some rather ho-hum contemporary paintings look great and some great art can look washed out. It is therefore most important that collectors, where physically possible, either form their buying decisions when actually standing in front of an artwork, or else have a trusted pair of eyes do the same for them. It isn’t to your advantage to make a snap decision based on an image of an artwork. Essentially, what I am saying is that you should not be unduly persuaded when reading images of an artwork. If anything, err on the side of the positive. By all means let an image of your prospective artwork whet your collecting tastebuds. However, unless you have confidently done your homework and know exactly what you are looking at, keep an open mind until you view the real thing. Many types of art practice, particularly contemporary art, reproduce poorly for many reasons.

Artistic reputation

Have you heard the one about the young artist who quits painting to take a well-paid job in banking? Or heads off on an endless world tour of inner self-discovery to the Golden Triangle? Or, worse still, is hit by a bus? Such realities are every contemporary art collector’s worst nightmare.

As a collector, doing the hard slog, spending years viewing galleries and artist spaces, taking time getting to know the local contemporary art scene and then finally finding and buying ‘the next big thing’, what’s the worst that can happen? The artist stops painting! Result: their artistic reputation grinds to a halt and the value of their work plummets. Unfortunately, this phenomenon happens far too often and has become a major hurdle in collecting contemporary art.

In terms of building a significant artistic reputation, it is important for both art practitioner and collector that the artist maintains a consistent, quality output over a considerable period of time. It is also imperative that the artist understands and moves through three fundamental professional stages in developing their reputation and career.

The three areas on which an artist should focus are the studio, the commercial gallery and the auction house. For collectors, the risk of buying a financial flop decreases as the artist cultivates relationships in these areas. The desired result, of course, is a steady increase in the value of the artist’s work.

At the studio level, a collector faces financial risk when tempted to hunt around in an artist’s work space in search of cheap paintings. This method of collecting is analogous to using a scattergun to hit a matchstick. The artwork can be relatively inexpensive, but be aware that maybe one in 500 young artists will go on to make a name for themselves. In this situation a collector’s eye is all he or she can trust. Collectors interested in hunting through an artist’s studio are well advised to contact the major art schools in each capital city. These schools are often attached to a university and are easy enough to find in the telephone book. Every major art school will have an end-of-year graduation exhibition; many are well worth a view.

Second, a more reputable method of seeing new talent is at the gallery level (and this method is much less prone to risk). Check out young commercial galleries, specifically those contemporary art spaces that specialise in discovering up-and-coming names. Galleries that specialise in new talent include Legge Gallery, Darren Knight Gallery and Mori Gallery in Sydney; Gertrude Contemporary Art Space, Span Galleries and Fortyfivedownstairs (Flinders Lane) in Melbourne; Bellas Gallery, Soap Box Gallery and Doggett Street Studio in Brisbane; and Bett Gallery in Hobart.

Alternatively, in buying from a long-established, more main stream art gallery (those that are members of the Australian Commercial Galleries Association), a gallery with a large client base, collectors will find themselves in good company, providing a greater sense of security in the choices of works they make.

In terms of artists on the rise, watch out for Ben Quilty, the recipient of the 2002 Brett Whiteley Travelling Art Scholarship, who held only his second solo exhibition at Maunsell Hughes Gallery in Sydney in late 2003, an exhibition that was dominated by his obvious adoration of his Torana motorcar. I was fortunate to purchase two of these large buttery abstracted Torana paintings from that exhibition, many months before it opened. I was organised. These purchases were a fortunate buying combination of knowing what was heading out of the artist’s studio and into the art gallery.

The final rung on the ladder of artistic reputation, and carrying a lesser degree of financial risk, is the good old rough and tumble of the art auction room floor. If a collector buys at auction the chances are that, when they come to resell, the artwork can be sold at auction. By contrast, only a small number of contemporary art dealers will re-offer artwork originally sold in their gallery.

Testing an artist’s reputation in the auction market is considered by many to be the financial litmus test of success or failure. The entire art market, including dealers, sits in judgment at the major art auctions, which is precisely why auction prices are accepted as a truer indicator of market value than most gallery prices. As a general rule of thumb, auctioneers try to avoid offering names lacking a track record, as those names without a reputation at gallery level are likely to die on the block. Such cruel deaths, however, are not uncommon.

An artist’s early works

Art museums and astute collectors have a tendency to pepper their holdings with as many good early examples of an artist’s work as they can. As a general collecting rule of thumb, an artwork from the near beginning of a desired artist’s career is often of greater interest than any number of later works. From an art history and theory point of view, an early artwork often tells us a great deal about the evolution of an artist’s style. The artwork, aside from being in its own right an object of beauty, may develop into an object of wider academic importance. An early sculpture or painting becomes a bridge between the artist’s initial thoughts, intentions and emotions and the later road they travel.
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