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To my wife, Dalya, and our daughters, Abby and Lizzy


Introduction

People are passionate about art. They like looking at it, thinking about it, and talking about it. Some also like collecting it.

This book provides invaluable market insights for everyone interested in the inscrutable and endlessly fascinating world of art. Whether a seasoned art world professional or an uninitiated newcomer, readers will learn how the art marketplace works in practice and how to smartly navigate it. The essential premise of this book is that by sharing the good, the bad, and the ugly about the market, collectors will be able to pursue their passion with more confidence. Those who may have been put off by art world practices will finally feel they have the knowledge needed to participate confidently.

In pursuit of this idea, I will take you to the night of October 18, 1973, when the actions of a collector heralded the beginning of a hyper-commercialized art market focused on contemporary art. In the years since, art collecting has come to require specialized knowledge. I will explain how the marketplace puts a price on an artwork and how different markets have formed for six well-known artists, including Christopher Wool, Yayoi Kusama, Rene Magritte, and Amedeo Modigliani.

Because buyers are sometimes blinded by passion, I will share practical wisdom for buying art effectively from galleries and at auction. A recurring question is which of these two channels offers buyers a better deal. While there is no single answer, I will explain how prices in these markets relate to each other so that buyers are more informed and can make smart purchase decisions.

Selling art is much harder than buying it. We will visit an evening auction where the ideas I explain in this book are used by siblings to sell their parents’ valuable art collection. For those curious about deal-making practices at the very top end of the auction market where multimillion dollar works of art are sold, I will explain the mysterious world of enhanced hammer deals and guarantees.

Well-intentioned rules and tax laws can lead to unintended consequences, and the art world is no different. But there are many surprising twists and turns. I will explain how Andy Warhol is now considered cultural property by German and Italian authorities, subject to export rules and potential sale restrictions, and how tax laws in the United States reward art investors but penalize art collectors.

Where money goes, scoundrels follow. The marketplace is littered with incidents of duped buyers and sellers. As the price of art soars, the schemes and shenanigans of people who prey on those passionate about art grow bolder and more nefarious. I share throughout the book examples of bad behavior but, more importantly, actions collectors can take to protect themselves.

I wrote this book to help open the world of art to more people. It reflects my experiences as a collector, businessman, economist, and president of the Americas for Christie’s. It also draws on interviews I did in 2015 and 2016 with close to one hundred collectors, lawyers, art advisors, gallerists, and auction specialists in the United States and Europe.

A little bit about me: I grew up in a middle-class family in Toledo, Ohio, that had little interest in art. When I was in high school, however, my girlfriend’s father opened an art gallery in town for prints. He explained to me the different techniques artists use to create prints and showed me my first Picasso. The experience was fascinating and made me start questioning further. Why was a Picasso print so valuable? Why did the gallery source everything from New York? Who were the younger artists with a shot at being the Picasso of my generation? Since this was pre-Internet days, I soon found myself spending time in the Toledo Museum of Art looking at art and trying to make sense of it.

A lucky break occurred a short time later when I heard about a local group of collectors who met to talk about the goings-on in the world of contemporary art. I joined the group and became their youngest member when I was fifteen years old. The most important collectors in Toledo at that time were Joseph and Mildred Gosman, who had an outstanding collection of Postwar and Contemporary art that included work by Robert Rauschenberg, Georgia O’Keeffe, Willem de Kooning, and Joseph Cornell. They taught me the importance of constantly looking at art to see what resonates, confuses, and pushes the envelope. Their advice has informed my approach to art ever since—to stand in front of as much art as possible to constantly challenge my eye. To critically assess what makes an artist important relative to his or her peers. For historical work, to understand the socioeconomic zeitgeist when the work was created because it shapes in some way what you are looking at. Because New York was the center of the art world, I had to find a way to be there. I used money from my summer jobs in high school to go to Manhattan and spend time in museums and galleries. When I was in my early teens, I went to the Whitney Biennial for the first time, kicking off a decades-long relationship with the museum. I have been fortunate to be able to contribute to the museum over the years, including as an advisor to the board of trustees on the museum’s strategy and financial plan associated with moving from its Upper East Side location to the Meatpacking District.

In addition to art, I also love economics, especially how markets function. I graduated from the University of Michigan with a PhD in Economics. I met my future wife there, who was also a PhD student in economics. Our first date was to the Detroit Institute of Arts, an institution I reconnected with decades later when I led the Christie’s team helping the Institute extract itself from the City of Detroit bankruptcy. I talk about how the Detroit Institute narrowly escaped being liquidated at the end of Chapter 1.

Shortly after getting my PhD and a Brookings Institution fellowship, I joined McKinsey and Company. I worked my way up over the years to become a partner based in New York, working primarily with clients in the wealth management and asset management industries. During my time there, I learned an important lesson about collectors. Whenever I started working with a new client, I asked around to find out which members of the senior management team were collectors. Most were not, but the few who were collectors were inevitably the business leaders most open to new ideas for growth and overcoming obstacles. Over time, I realized that collecting was a great predictor of business acumen.

After a long career at McKinsey and stints running businesses elsewhere, I wanted to pivot away from financial services and get more involved in the art world. I served as president of the Americas for Christie’s, where I was responsible for all the company’s activities and senior client relations in North and South America. I am now on the board of the arts venture Twyla, backed in part by Google Ventures, which is creating ways for new collectors to connect with artists and buy editioned work by them. I also advise clients on legacy planning associated with their art collections, including helping them to assess alternative disposition strategies.

A few final notes: all of the interviews I did for the book were off the record. These ground rules made it possible for interviewees to speak freely and honestly about their experiences with the art market. I honored their privacy, which is why you will see so many examples in the book identified by randomly assigned names. I also sometimes changed minor details to protect their identities. I want to thank all of the people I interviewed for their trust and confidence in me.

I hope you enjoy the stories and insights about the wonderful, exciting, and, at times, perplexing and confounding marketplace for art. If you have questions or comments about the book, then please contact me at dougwoodham.com.

—Doug Woodham

December 2016
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Experiencing Art Is (Almost) Free

Art is a noun, but what does it mean? Unlike a hammer, a chocolate bar, or other objects of daily living, art has no practical value. Its utter uselessness in performing a productive activity is key to its inherent charm and purpose. What makes an art object so interesting is less what it is as a noun and more the adjectives that people apply to it, such as: stunning, shocking, sublime, beautiful, boring, stupid, vapid, valuable, confounding, fun, derivative, meaningful, absurd, and insightful. The list is long of words used every day in museums, galleries, and on Facebook and Instagram to describe an art object. While the noun remains the same, the adjectives someone uses to describe an artwork can change over time. Rather than being fixed and immutable, emotional responses to an object can change as a person looks more, learns more, and lives his or her life. It is hard to think of another noun that can be ascribed with so many powerful and divergent adjectives, with the possible exception of humans.

People are passionate about art. But because of its inherent uselessness and multimillion-dollar headline prices at auction, art appreciation and access are often disparagingly described as a rarified world only available to the extraordinarily wealthy, of little interest or relevance to most people. However, the dramatic increase in the accessibility and popularity of art tells a different story. For very little money, it is now easy to experience it in person. Technology has also made it possible to appreciate art for free on our desktops and mobile devices. New forms of promotion and collaboration across art, fashion, and music are also helping raise awareness of artists and their work. More people can now access and appreciate art than ever before.

The purpose of this chapter is to celebrate the institutions and drivers behind this easy and almost free access and highlight for those new to the art world some ideas for how to take advantage of what is on offer.

OUR NEW CATHEDRALS

Churches have been art museums for millennia, well before the nationalization of royal collections in the second half of the eighteenth century, which was the foundation for the modern concept of a public art museum. Mosaics in St. Mark’s Basilica in Venice, sculptures by Gian Lorenzo Bernini in St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome, and devotional paintings in medieval churches that dot the five-hundred-mile-long St. James pilgrimage path in Northern Spain were all installed to inspire and impress parishioners and visitors.

With a surge in attendance over the past decade, art museums have become our new cathedrals. The Metropolitan Museum in New York, one of the best encyclopedic art museums, welcomed a record six and a half million visitors in 2015, two million more than ten years ago. The top ten art museums in the world had fifty-five million visitors in 2015, the equivalent of running eight sold-out Billy Joel concerts every day for a year at Madison Square Garden.1 While pop culture often glorifies the mundane, the salacious, and the trite, museums are cathedrals of the authentic where visitors can experience art and objects with deeper levels of potential meaning.

Great museums today are places of engagement that appeal to many different types of visitors, rather than just being a repository of precious objects, or (as some have derided them in the past) as places where objects go to die. Museums invest in a portfolio of exhibitions to entice people to their doors. While the notion of a “blockbuster show” may be a pejorative for some, the museum-going public is making wise choices when you look at actual attendance records. The highest-attended show in the United States in 2014 was Designing Modern Women: 1890–1990, a show exploring how twentieth-century design was shaped by the creativity of women, shown through design objects from more than sixty women creators. In Europe, the most popular show was about new art from Africa and Latin America, while in Central and South America, shows about Salvador Dali, Yayoi Kusama, and Renaissance Virgins topped the list. (Exhibit 1.1)

Visiting a museum is an affordable experience, regardless of a visitor’s financial circumstances.2 About a third of art museums in the United States are free, while about 6 percent ask for a suggested donation. The rest charge an admission fee, but most offer evening or weekend events that are either free or allow visitors to pay what they want.3 Membership packages make the cost of visiting a museum lower than that of seeing a movie.

Museums have taken steps to make their physical spaces more hospitable so that visitors will linger and return. Museum directors and boards of trustees often turn to the architect Renzo Piano when they want to expand or build a new facility. Piano frequently talks about using an Italian piazza as his design metaphor when imagining a new museum space: a place where people naturally want to gather for a cup of coffee or drink, to mingle, to gossip. Beginning with the audacious Pompidou Museum that opened in 1977 in Paris to the new Whitney Museum in New York that opened in 2015, Piano finds creative ways to reimagine the museum-viewer experience.

But with increased demand comes increased responsibilities. Art museums face unrelenting pressures to raise enough funds to support their programming. The average visitor in 2015 spent about $8 for tickets, food, and the occasional book or poster bought in the museum store. However, it cost the art museum $55 per visitor to deliver that experience, a substantial gap that must be filled every year with memberships, donations, endowment income, and government support.4

People passionate about art often become passionate about their local museums. A crisis can galvanize them to step up their support, demonstrated by the people and institutions who came together to preserve the Detroit Institute of Arts (DIA). The DIA risked being shut down and liquidated when the City of Detroit declared bankruptcy in July 2013. Over the next eighteen months, the museum’s supporters raised $816 million to buy its freedom from the City. The story behind this generous outpouring of support, and the peculiar reasons why the DIA was embroiled in the bankruptcy in the first place, are shared in Exhibit 1.2.

THREE TECHNOLOGIES HELPING MAKE IT HAPPEN

Art is a visual experience. In the past, it could only be experienced in person or through printed materials. But three technologies have changed how we experience art: the JPEG standard, Google Images, and Instagram. The JPEG standard, first released in 1992, is an algorithm created by the Joint Photographic Experts Group (JPEG) to compress digital images into smaller, more manageable files. It is one of the most popular formats on the web for storing and transmitting digital images. The ubiquity of digital images in our email, text, and Instagram and Facebook feeds is due in no small part to a beautiful algorithm created twenty-five years ago by a group of mathematicians and computer scientists.

With easy storage of digital images, the next challenge became how to find them. Google solved the problem when it introduced Google Images in 2001. Using simple key words (for example “Picasso”) Google Images returns all the pictures on the web related in some way to the search term “Picasso.” It is an invaluable tool for everyone passionate about art. To see work by an artist, just put the artist’s name into the Google Images search bar and enjoy the feast of images. Google Search and Google Images together make it possible to become an “instant expert” on virtually any living or deceased artist—art history for free on your mobile device and desktop.

Instagram, the newest of the three technologies, is an emerging platform for artists, galleries, and critics to share images and the latest news. Instagram will likely grow in importance over time as more artists and their supporters use it to build communities of followers and potential buyers. Young and mid-career artists are especially drawn to it, engendering at times “Instagram envy” of early adopters who built direct relationships with admirers and buyers.

CJ Hendry, a twenty-eight-year-old Australian now living in New York, is a fascinating example of an artist using Instagram to build a global audience for her work.5 Her Instagram handle is cj_hendry. She grew up in Brisbane and thought she would become an architect. But she hated her first two years at university and loathed the design and engineering software tools she needed to master to be a practitioner. While software was not her thing, she had an almost savant-like ability to make large, hyperrealistic drawings of consumer products using black-ink pens. She quit school in 2013, sold her belongings, and gave herself a year to make a go of things as an artist. She started making large drawings of crumpled up Chanel bags (she worked part time at the Chanel store in Brisbane), boxing gloves, and running shoes dipped in paint. Everything had to be drawn with the same type of black-ink pens: no pencils, pastels, or other mark-making implements that would leave any residue, no matter how microscopic. She believes her choice of medium is due in part to her being obsessive compulsive. She likes to work for long periods, sometimes drawing twelve to eighteen hours a day. It helps to quiet the mind. She is an intense, articulate, and charming person who likes working hard and is comfortable taking risk.

When she started drawing full time in 2013, she began posting regularly on Instagram. To stand out from the clutter, her posts have a consistent, clean look. Everything is in black and white. She shares both still images and videos of her making drawings. Once you see some posts, you quickly understand the design aesthetic. People started to find her. By early 2014, she had 100,000 followers and was selling work directly to people who contacted her via Instagram. There were enough inquiries that once she finished a drawing, it typically sold within a few days to someone on a growing waiting list. Sales were to people located all over the world, not just Aussie nationals.

Later that year, she partnered with a Sydney entrepreneur who owns a web business called The Cool Hunter to help evangelize her work. They organized two pop-up exhibitions, one in Sydney and the other in Melbourne, with more than fifty drawings in each show. Both sold out before they opened, with most of the work sent to international buyers. Drawings sold for between $5,000 and $50,000.

Early in 2015, CJ moved to New York. She now has 265,000 Instagram followers as of November 2016 and still sells all of her drawings within a few days of completing them to someone on her waiting list, which now numbers around six thousand people. Her prices have also risen. All of this is happening without her having traditional gallery representation. She is a powerful example of how Instagram enables people passionate about art to find and follow artists who inspire them and buy something directly from them.

Some of the most popular living artists based on their number of Instagram followers are shown in Exhibit 1.3. The artist known as KAWS, for example, has close to 553,000 followers (as of November 2016). Because he posts frequently, his followers get a steady diet of pictures showing his creative process, work being installed in museums and galleries, and the occasional picture of his young daughter. Instagram users also tagged more than 250,000 photographs with KAWS’s name. It is a different measure of popularity. When someone tags a photograph with the artist’s name, that person is taking a moment to announce an affinity with the artist.

Who are the most popular deceased artists based on the number of tagged photographs? Andy Warhol, with more than one million tagged images (Exhibit 1.4). If alive today, I am sure this would delight him. Pablo Picasso is a close second followed by Salvador Dali. Jean-Michel Basquiat, who died of a heroin overdose in 1988 at the age of twenty-seven, is eighth on the list with 277,000 tags.

Art galleries, art fairs, and art-world opinion makers are also experimenting with Instagram (Exhibit 1.5). Among galleries, Gagosian Gallery tops the list with 566,000 Instagram followers. For art fairs, Art Basel has 915,000 followers. Among critics, Artforum has 516,000 Instagram subscribers, which is multiples of its paid print subscription base. Jerry Saltz, the art critic for New York magazine, has built a large audience eager to see what he has to say about art and the world in which he lives. (Note: These numbers are correct as of November 2016 and may have increased.)

Figures from outside the “traditional” art world are also using Instagram to promote contemporary art. Kasseem Dean, otherwise known as Swizz Beatz, is a Grammy Award–winning hip hop recording star and record producer. Dean’s 1.5 million Instagram followers get regular updates on the daily activities of Dean and his wife (Alicia Keys), along with occasional posts about visual artists and artwork that inspire him. Passionate about art, Dean’s personal collection includes work by Warhol, Basquait, Chagall, and Miró.6 He is also a fan of KAWS, with a nineteen-foot sculpture by him in his home.

To help support living artists, Dean recently created an art and music extravaganza called No Commission Art Fair. The first event took place in Miami in December 2015 at the same time as Art Basel Miami Beach. While Art Basel is sponsored by the Swiss bank UBS, Dean went down a different path and got Bacardi to support his fair. Artists received free exhibition space and kept 100 percent of sale proceeds, hence the name of the fair. In an interesting curatorial twist, Dean selected artists to participate in the fair using, in part, feedback from his Instagram followers.7 Because of his reputation and marketing platform, large crowds attended the fair. It was a clever way to enlarge the audience for contemporary art and put more dollars in the wallets of artists. Building on the Miami event, Dean hosted the next iteration of No Commission Art Fair in August 2016 in a former piano factory in the South Bronx. This was followed by a No Commission art fair in London in December. Once again, artists kept all sale proceeds.

THE GREAT MASH UP—ART, FASHION, AND MUSIC

The fashion world looks to artists for inspiration. Before becoming an acclaimed designer, Christian Dior was a director of a small Paris art gallery in the late 1920s and early 1930s. Many of his popular fabrics and silhouettes were quotations from artworks that he loved.8 But the fashion world has moved beyond mere quotations and now will incorporate artist-designed patterns into its merchandise. Among the most famous is a collaboration between Marc Jacobs, Takashi Murakami, and Louis Vuitton that began in 2003. The handbags and merchandise emblazed with Murakami designs generated hundreds of millions in sales. Louis Vuitton continues to use this type of collaboration, most recently with Yayoi Kusama in 2012. Kusama’s colorful polka-dot designs were incorporated into a full product line that was launched with a global media and store rollout plan. The line generated millions in sales while simultaneously bringing the Kusama name to audiences well beyond the confines of the “traditional” art world. I talk more about Kusama’s embrace of consumerism and the marketplace for her artwork in Chapter 4.

Reversing the flow of influence, the artistry of fashion is now recognized by museums. Alexander McQueen, who committed suicide in 2010, was a gifted and driven artist whose medium happened to be clothing. The distinctive shapes, colors, and patterns that sprang from his imagination were extraordinary. The world of fashion understood his brilliance; the museum world embraced and showcased it in 2011 when the Costume Institute at the Metropolitan Museum organized a McQueen retrospective called Savage Beauty. It was a huge hit, with two-hour waits to get in. The Met extended the run of the show and created special viewing times when the museum was otherwise closed. It became one of the top ten most visited exhibitions in Met history. Savage Beauty traveled a few years later to the Victoria and Albert Museum in London where it became the most attended show in the history of that museum.

Art and music sometime merge. Drake, the global music phenomenon, released a video in 2015 that quoted the work of James Turrell, an artist in his early seventies. Turrell is known in the art world for his immersive light installations and a monumental earthwork in the cone of an extinct volcano that he has been working on for more than thirty years. His career was showcased in a 2013 retrospective that appeared at the Guggenheim Museum in New York, the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, and Houston’s Museum of Fine Arts. Drake and his creative team reportedly saw the retrospective in LA and, like many who experience Turrell’s work, were amazed at the beauty the artist conjures out of colored lights and translucent scrims. Inspired by the work, Drake and his team designed the video for his single titled “Hotline Bling” around Turrell-inspired installations. The video was a runaway success with more than one billion views on YouTube as of December 2016. When the video first came out, Turrell and Drake had a brief tussle about artist rights and compensation. Turrell considered taking legal action around copyright infringement but ultimately decided not to pursue it. “It’s humbling that more people have probably heard about me through this [video] than anything else. They’re happy to take without asking. But I am flattered.”9

As the worlds of art, fashion, and music increasingly influence each another, they owe a debt of gratitude to the 1960s patron saint of multimedia platforms—Andy Warhol. The first shows of his now iconic pop paintings of Marilyn Monroe and Campbell’s soup cans took place in 1962. But in addition to his work as a painter, sculptor, photographer, and printmaker, he also started managing the Velvet Underground in 1965, a band now deemed one of the most influential in rock-and-roll history. From 1963 to 1968, he produced close to 650 films, from full-length movies to hundreds of short black-and-white films of people who visited him at his studio. He started Interview magazine in 1969, a compendium of conversations with artists, musicians, fashion designers, and celebrities. Warhol’s influence on art and popular culture is now so strong that countries like Italy and Germany deem his work to be national cultural property—a funny thing for an artist born and raised in Pittsburgh. In Italy, for example, owners of work by Warhol created in 1967 or earlier, from a print to a painting, need permission from the Italian government to export it. More on this curious situation in Chapter 7.

ZERO, NADA, ZILCH

Where can you get free access to art worth billions? Art galleries and auction houses. Both are free and open to the public but are often underutilized by people passionate about art.

Art Galleries

With more than one thousand galleries in Manhattan and London, as well as large concentrations of them in Berlin, Miami, Los Angeles, and other cities, there are ample opportunities to see wonderful art for free.

What is on view? Art galleries host shows that display work by artists they either represent or artists they respect. The shows are generally of new work by a single artist or a group show built around a theme. Most galleries run an active exhibition program from September through June, with each show running for about six weeks. In the summer, they typically have a single group exhibition. Most of what they show is available for sale. But from time to time, a work may be unavailable. For example, a gallery may be showing new work complemented by an earlier piece borrowed from a museum or a private collection.

Is it really free? Art galleries around the world are free and open to the public, generally Tuesday through Saturday. In New York, there are two particularly fun times to go gallery hopping. Saturday is a great day because the crowds are out and there is a fun buzz in the air. Next are mid-week evening events that galleries organize for the openings of their shows. They tend to synchronize these events with other galleries to maximize turnout. For those wanting to look at art in relative solitude, the ideal visiting times are midday/mid-week or early Saturday mornings before the crowds.

When I am there, what should I do? The first thing visitors encounter when entering a gallery is the front desk. The people manning it are generally young and beautiful, but many of them have an unfortunate tendency to glare and inspect all who enter. They can be safely ignored. After passing the front desk, feel free to wander around the gallery. Most of the time, there will be no labels next to the artworks. Many galleries feel the works should speak for themselves. If in a “no labels gallery,” then the front desk will have a list of all the works in the show. The gallery may also have some materials about the artist at the front desk, such as a press release, copies of books on the artist, or an artist statement. Take a moment to review them.

If I want to know the price of a work, whom should I ask? From this simple question comes a complex answer. If you want to know the price of a work, then go back to the front desk and ask for the price list. Many galleries will be happy to share it with you. But some have a more complex ballet. Generally speaking, the more expensive the work, the more complex the dance. Instead of giving you the price list, the receptionist may ask you which piece(s) you are interested in. After letting the receptionist know, he or she will flip through the price list and share the asking price with you.

Galleries sometimes do not want the front desk staff to give out prices. Instead, the receptionist may say something like “I will be happy to see if one of the gallery directors is available to speak with you.” Do not be surprised if, before calling a gallery director, the receptionist asks for your name and whether you have worked before with someone at the gallery. She is just trying to match you up with the right sales person. Sometimes no one may be available to speak with you at that specific moment, so the receptionist may ask you for your contact details so a director can follow up later.

How can I figure out which galleries to visit? There are five mobile apps you should consider using: Artforum Art Guide, Artsy, See Saw, Artcards, and Zingmagzine. The cities covered by each app differ, but across them you can get information on New York, Los Angeles, London, Berlin, Paris, Milan, San Francisco, Hong Kong, and Beijing. The Time Out franchise also publishes weekly guides, in print and online, on the best things to do in major cities worldwide. They do a good job covering the local art scene with short reviews of current shows.

For galleries I like, what is the best way to stay in touch? Most galleries have a guest book on or near the reception desk. If you like a show, then take a moment and sign the guest book with your name and email address. The gallery will then most likely add your name to its email distribution list for upcoming shows. Most galleries also make it possible to sign up for these announcements on their website.

Auction Houses

Every time an auction house hosts a sale, the works are shown to the public in a free preview exhibition. Everyone is welcome to attend. Thousands of objects pass through auction house exhibition rooms every year, from paintings by Picasso and Jean-Michel Basquiat to prints by Rembrandt. More than two hundred exhibitions take place in New York City alone each year across the different auction houses, with art worth billions on view.

What is available to look at? The major auction houses sell things that fall into one of three broad groups: fine art (e.g., including categories like Postwar and Contemporary, Classical Chinese Painting and Calligraphy, and Old Masters), decorative arts (e.g., including English furniture, ceramics, American silver), and luxury goods (jewelry, watches, handbags, and wine). Regional and smaller auction houses tend to specialize in just a handful of categories. Everything for sale is “vintage,” “previously owned,” or “used.” This is not a criticism, just a reminder that auction houses deal in what is called the secondary market for goods, not the primary market.

Items for sale are on display for several days before the actual auction, which is called the preview period. Potential buyers view and inspect the items at this time. Auction houses have an annual sales schedule for when different categories of goods are typically sold. For example, most auction houses in New York hold their important Postwar and Contemporary auctions twice a year in May and November, while in London, these sales are typically held in February and October. Information on auction dates and preview periods by sale category are available on auction house websites.

Is it really free to attend a preview? Every preview exhibition is free and open to the public. They are open during regular business hours, and some weekends.

When I am there, what should I do? Walk in the front door and do not be intimidated in the slightest by a uniformed doorman or people sitting behind the front desk. The doorman is there to welcome you, and the front desk staff are there to answer your questions. All the viewing galleries are open to the public. Feel free to wander around and move between floors. All of the items for sale are on public display. Nothing is hidden behind closed doors, contrary to popular belief. As you look around, it is unlikely that auction house employees will come over and ask if you have any questions. They typically only come up to people they already know. This is why you are likely to see auction specialists standing together, casually gazing at their cell phones. It is not necessarily a great experience for newcomers, but it tends to be the gestalt at many auction houses.

If I have a question about an object, whom do I ask? Before asking questions, review the sale catalogue to learn about the object. You will find copies of the catalogue discreetly placed throughout the exhibition galleries. You can also view sale catalogues for free on your mobile device. At the major auction houses, every object has a small wall label adjacent to it that provides important details (e.g., lot number in the sale, name of the artist, title of the work, dimensions, and presale auction estimates). Use the lot number to look up the object in the sale catalogue.

Three types of auction house employees are roaming the exhibition rooms: specialists, art handlers, and gallery assistants. Specialists are experts in the objects on display, often with advanced degrees. Their job is to get owners to consign objects to their sales and to then promote the sales to potential buyers. They can educate you about the work(s) that interest you, but just remember that because their job is to promote the works, it can influence what they say. Art handlers usually wear aprons or a uniform and are available to help a potential buyer inspect an object (e.g., take a painting off the wall so they can inspect the back of it). Gallery assistants can help you find a specific item in the viewing rooms, and connect you with a specialist and/or art handler if one is not immediately available.

Am I allowed to handle items for sale? Yes, but only with the assistance of a specialist and/or an art handler. Specialists love to talk about and handle the objects in their sales, so they are happy to assist potential buyers.

Can I attend an actual auction? Most auctions are open to the public. You can stay as long as you want or leave after just a few lots are sold. You also do not have to worry about inadvertently bidding on an item when you scratch your nose or cough. That is just not the practical reality of auctions. To be a bidder, you must register for the sale and receive a numbered paddle. A few auctions take place each year that are closed to the general public and require advance tickets. While you cannot see them in person, most auction houses webcast all of their auctions, so you can watch them from the comfort of your home or office.
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Designing Modern Women: 1890–1990


	
MoMA, NY





	
Applied Design


	
MoMA, NY





	
Jasper Johns: Regrets


	
MoMA, NY





	American Modern: Hopper to O’Keeffe
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