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More than we bargained for
and not at all what we expected

‘the market for
all things Pop
has effectively
popped, and
the future lies
east and

in craft’

Opposite top:

Damien Hirst Aurothioglucose
2008 @ the artist. Photo: Sotheby's
Household gloss and enamel paint
on canvas, 68 x 108in.

Tate Modern Pop Life:

Art in a Material World,

1 October 2009 - 17 January 2010

Opposite below:

Joseph Mallord William Turner,
RA The Temple of Jupiter
Panellenius 1814-16

Sold for $US12,962,500 Sotheby’s
New York

Important Old Master

Paintings and Sculpture

January 29-30, 2009

Dr lain Robertson reports on latest events in the international art market

Deloitte’s and Maastricht University’s excellent
second symposium on art markets, held in London
this October, brought together that eclectic group
of pundits, analysts, data crunchers, academics
and technicians that are the opinion leaders and,
one might even say, new market makers of this
$60 billion industry. It was comforting to learn that the
newly branded “passion” investments appear to have
performed well. The Art Photography Fund has shown
a return of 11.3% over the past two and half years with
40 works sold and, the Fine Art Fund a whopping 30%

over five years on its main funds, which are now closed.

It was rather less encouraging to know from
Michael Moses, the academic who runs, with Mei
Jianping, the art index Beautiful Asset Management,
that returns of this magnitude over such a short period
constitute a bubble. So, perhaps Bernard Duffy of
Emotional Assets Research, was right to suggest that
the age of benchmarking returns would be replaced
by what he termed “unconstrained” or “targeted”
returns off “targeted” volatility. If this is another way
of saying that comparing the performance of exotics
against mainstream financial indices is a bit silly, or
suggesting that an all art index against which we can
measure the performance of other sectors within the
industry is a fallacy, then | am inclined to agree.

October was a month for retrospection. The Tate
bravely invited the money lenders into the temple,
and organised a conference entitled Good Business
is the Best Art to coincide with its survey of Pop Art
— which is looking very much like a retrospective. So,
Marek Claassen of the outstandingly good website,
ArtFacts, which draws a correlation between an artist’s
reputation and his/her price explained to an incredulous
audience that it was possible to accurately measure
reputation by attributing moving numerical values to
such events as solo shows and catalogue essays.

I, for my part, as the other art market representative,
impressed on our audience that the market for all
things Pop had effectively popped, and that the future
lay east and in craft. But the art world is always slow
to catch on, and Gavin Turk's articulation of the notion
that a great deal of “successful” contemporary art
over the past 20 years has simply been a Pop Art
identikit of hastily put together and rearranged themes
— something which has long been understood by the
art market - left our art world audience shocked. As

if to reinforce this observation, an exhibition, Nuds, of

the work of YBA artist Sarah Lucas regurgitates the
artist's earlier themes and depicts stuffed stockings
on plinths. It can be viewed at a safe distance across
the street and in comfort through the high windows
on the first floor of the Arts Club in Dover Street.

Is this show the swansong for single-thought
conceptual art? The market is wavering, but has
not yet consigned it to the bin. Major dealers such
as Hauser and Wirth in London are propping it up
with shows of artists like the young Indian Subodh
Gupta. The auctions, which, being the nearest thing to
transparency in the market, give the clearest indication
of its state, show that most of this work still sells at
reduced estimates. Sotheby’s contemporary sale
of international contemporary and Arab and Iranian
contemporary art made £20,157,550 (A$36,463,720)
in London and was 86% sold. Hirst's Retribution, a
circular butterfly painting, made £541,250 against a top
estimate of £650,000 and Farhad Moshiri's Cowboy
and Indian almost doubled its top estimate, achieving
£397,2650. Christie’s did almost as well, selling 84%
of lots and securing a price of £2,281,250 for Martin
Kippenberger's Paris Bar of 1991. The clinching fact is,
however, not the percentage sold or even the record
price, but the turnover. All but four of the top selling
contemporary artists’ annual sales are significantly
down on last year. This is due, in the main, to smaller
auctions and reluctance on behalf of vendors to consign
works for sale. Of course, it may also indicate the revival
of the sale by private treaty, a point that was raised at
the Deloitte conference. Both Sotheby’s and Christie’s
have seen this side of their business expand in the
wake of declining auction totals. The truth is probably
that the contemporary art market has greatly reduced
in size and that illiquidity is effectively seizing up trades.

Before looking at contemporary art and how this
market re-established confidence after the last crisis
in 1990, and indeed at the nature and scale of the
current downturn, it is worth pointing to categories of
art that have continued to do rather well. Old Master
pictures have held, and when of exceptional quality,
rarity, provenance and condition, exceeded their
valuations. In September 2008, Rubens’ Apotheosis
of James | (1629-30) a sketch for the ceiling of the
Banqueting House in Whitehall, was offered to the Tate
in lieu of tax for the kingly sum of £5.7 milion from the
estate of Viscount Hampden. At the end of the year, @
remarkable Tiepolo capriccio, Portrait of a Lady as Floré






