Sold to the brave

There are more buyers about than you think

THE FTSE 100 index has fallen 30%, the Dow 40%. The interbank market is virtually frozen and Goldman Sachs is one of many firms that is defenestrating bankers by the bushel. That is the news from October alone, which goes some way towards explaining why, as the season opened for the autumn auctions of contemporary art, pundits were predicting a bloodbath.

There were bad moments, it is true. Phillips de Pury, which had to be bailed out by a Russian luxury-goods group, Mercury, over the summer, fared worst of all, buying in 31 of the 70 lots on offer at its evening sale on October 18th. Richard Hamilton’s circular “Epiphany”, which a Sotheby’s marketeer thought to have reproduced as a badge for guests to wear at the launch party for its autumn sale and which featured on the contents page of the auction catalogue, also failed to find a buyer on October 17th. So did works by Howard Hodgkin, Anish Kapoor and Cindy Sherman.

Bidding on Francis Bacon’s lovely little portrait of the half-Indian muse, Henrietta Moraes, went up to £4m ($6.5m) on October 20th before sputtering to a halt. This was awkward for Christie’s as it had promised the Irish owner of the picture, Garech Browne, one of the heirs to the Guinness fortune, a guarantee believed to be around the low estimate of £5.5m.

But what is surprising, in the new mood of austerity, is how much work sold.

Just a month after a Russian billionaire, believed to be a mining magnate who had never before purchased a stick of contemporary art, spent £12.9m on nine of the 56 lots in Damien Hirst’s glitzy sale, “Beautiful Inside My Head Forever”, the lesson to be drawn from these latest auctions is that the era of bulk-buying big names is gone, and the rare and the beautiful are back in vogue.

Three pieces prove the point. The first was an intricate wall-hanging in red and gold, made of flattened bottletops by El Anatsui, which had been bought for £30,000 two years ago, and which sold on October 17th for £349,250 (including commissions), well above Sotheby’s top estimate of £250,000. Collectors have been queuing for the chance to buy anything made by the Ghanaian-born but Nigerian-based artist ever since his outsized baroque curtain tumbled over the façade of Palazzo Fortuny at the Venice Biennale in 2007. But he works slowly and his chief London dealer, the October Gallery, never has more than a piece or two for sale each year. This was the first time one of El Anatsui’s bottle-top draperies has come up for auction, and impatient collectors were happy to pay up in order to jump the queue.

The second example is Lucio Fontana’s “Concetto Spaziale, la Fine di Dio”, a black version of the 38 egg-shaped oil paintings he made between March 1963 and February 1964 for three different exhibitions in Zurich, Milan and Paris.

The gold ones, of which there are two large examples, are the most sought after. One hangs in the Italian embassy in Tokyo and the other was sold for a hammer price of £9.2m (£10.3m including commissions) by Sotheby’s last February. Much has been made of the fact that the black version which Christie’s auctioned on October 19th attracted just a single bid of £8m. More accurately, the picture was the subject of a “third-party interest”, which means a buyer had offered the reserve price before the sale and would have expected to share with the auction house and the vendor in any bid above that figure.

Pre-sale purchasing of this kind is a sign of confidence in a shaky market, and £9m (the hammer price plus commissions) is an awful lot of money for a buyer to stump up in this climate. It is easy to forget how fast prices of contemporary art have risen since 2006. Two years ago the highest bid ever secured for a Fontana at auction was £1.9m, a quarter of the sale of “Concetto Spaziale, la Fine di Dio” last week.

The third example is an even rarer work. Lucian Freud painted only two portraits of his friend Francis Bacon, to whom he had been introduced by Graham Sutherland in 1945. One was stolen 20 years ago from an exhibition in Germany. It has never been recovered. The other, which was never finished, sold for £5.4m (plus commissions) last week to a London-based dealer, Stephen Ongpin, who was bidding on behalf of a private client, believed to be Malaysian. Beautiful, as well as rare, the work compares finely with any of the best pieces on show next door to Christie’s at Hazlitt Holland-Hibbert, which has a loan exhibition of Freud’s early work until December 12th.

Bidders, together with art-market observers, will be turning to New York next for the Impressionist and Modern sale on November 6th. If it is true that only rare and beautiful work will do well in recessionary times, the picture to look out for is Lot 58, “Deux Personnages (Marie-Thérèse et sa Soeur Lisant)”. Two figures stand at an open window reading from the same book. Such is the radiance and light-heartedness of this creation that you can almost smell the lemony light of early morning that is shining into the room.

Owned since 1984 by a private European collector, “Deux Personnages” has rarely changed hands or been exhibited in public. The painting easily outshone the others hanging around it when it was put on display in Christie’s newly decorated main hall in London earlier this month. It is not the artist’s most obvious work, and many viewers will have looked with some surprise at the signature in the top left-hand corner of the frame. It belongs to Pablo Picasso. The estimate in the catalogue is $18m-25m, but if the consignors are willing to lower their reserve, you might just pick up a bargain.
