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         More praise for Seven Days in the Art World:

         
             

         

         “An exhaustively researched and intelligently written […] refreshingly open-minded exploration.” Washington Post 

         
             

         
“A field guide to the insular and nomadic tribes of the contemporary art world. The book was reported and written in a heated art market, but is poised to endure as a work of sociology.” New York Times Book Review
         
             

         

         “A thorough insight into the contemporary art world through seven fascinating stories … a must-have for all art buffs.” Harriet Compston, Tatler

         
             

         

         “Accessible to even those who couldn’t care less about art, Seven Days in the Art World … allow[s] us to both laugh at and empathize with those for whom ‘contemporary art has become a kind of alternative religion’ … The Verdict: Read.” Time

         
             

         

         “Finely wrought and thoroughly researched … [with] an ingenious structure … and spot-on characterizations … the author draws readers into the experience … [with her] infectious curiosity and meticulous reporting.” Annie Buckley, Artweek

         
             

         

         “A terrific book—detailed, gossipy, and insightful … By the end of the book, you almost understand how [Steve] Cohen could shell out $8 million for a rotting 14-foot shark pickled in formaldehyde.” Thane Peterson, BusinessWeek 

         
             

         

         “‘The contemporary art world is a loose network of overlapping subcultures held together by a belief in art,’ writes Thornton, and we are fortunate that she was able to penetrate all of these opaque, protected, and often secretive groups.” Barbara Fisher, Boston Globe 

         
             

         

         Thornton has performed the admirable service of preserving the extreme social comedy of the global art world, circa 2007, for historians of the future.” Carly Berwick, Bloomberg News 

         
             

         

         “An astute and often entertaining ethnography of this status-driven world … Thornton offers an elegant, evocative, sardonic view into some of the art world’s most prestigious institutions.” Publishers Weekly (starred review)

         
             

         

         “Thornton captures the essence, appeal, complexity and the mass of contradiction that permeates the rarefied art world, and often fascinates outsiders.” Chris Michaud, Reuters

         
             

         

         “[Thornton] is equally at home on the phone to designer Marc Jacobs (discussing Murakami’s collaboration with the Louis Vuitton brand) as she is squeezed into the backseat of an art student’s beat-up red Honda during a burrito run. Rather than skewering the snobs or scoffing at the scruffs, which would be too easy, Thornton calmly records and collects.” Kelly McMasters, Newsday

         
             

         

         “Thornton’s eye for detail is uncanny … [She] refuses the lure of being an authority: her material is quicksilver, and she’s wise enough to know it.” Andrew Decker, Artnet Magazine 

         
             

         

         “[Thornton] has a sociologist’s concern for institutional narratives as well as the ethnographer’s conviction that entire social structures can be apprehended in seemingly frivolous patterns of speech or dress.” Andras Szanto, Artworld Salon 

         
             

         

         “Thornton’s narrative moves gracefully across international boundaries, cultures, languages and genres … An exhilarating guided tour of some very exclusive circles.” Kirkus

         
             

         

         “A smart, engagingly written insider’s look at today’s art world … A great read.” Annalyn Swan, winner of the Pulitzer Prize

         
             

         

         “A great page-turner. I worry that the book demystifies things so much that the next generation of artists will be overinformed.” Grayson Perry, artist

         
             

         

         ‘A time capsule of a remarkable period in the history of art … her book performs a valuable service by separating the real from the nonsensical.’ Angus Trumble, Times Literary Supplement
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         Seven Days in the Art World is a time capsule of a remarkable period in the history of art in which the art market boomed, museum attendance surged, and more people than ever were able to abandon their day jobs and call themselves artists. The art world both expanded and started to spin faster; it became hotter, hipper, and more expensive. With the global economic downturn, this ecstatic moment is over, but the deeper structures and dynamics remain.

         The contemporary art world is a loose network of overlapping subcultures held together by a belief in art. They span the globe but cluster in art capitals such as New York, London, Los Angeles, and Berlin. Vibrant art communities can be found in places like Glasgow, Vancouver, and Milan, but they are hinterlands to the extent that the artists working in them have often made an active choice to stay there. Still, the art world is more polycentric than it was in the twentieth century, when Paris, then New York held sway.

         Art world insiders tend to play one of six distinct roles: artist, dealer, curator, critic, collector, or auction-house expert. One encounters artist-critics and dealer-collectors, but they admit that it isn’t always easy to juggle their jobs and that one of their identities tends to dominate other people’s perceptions of what they do. Being a credible or successful artist is the toughest position, but it’s the dealers who, channeling and deflecting the power of all the other players, occupy the most pivotal role. As Jeff Poe, a dealer who appears in several chapters of this book, sees it, “The art world isn’t about power but control. Power can be vulgar. Control is smarter, more pinpointed. It starts with the artists, because their work determines how things get played out, but they need an honest dialogue with a conspirator. Quiet control— mediated by trust—is what the art world is really about.”

         It’s important to bear in mind that the art world is much broader than the art market. The market refers to the people who buy and sell works (that is, dealers, collectors, auction houses), but many art world players (the critics, curators, and artists themselves) are not directly involved in this commercial activity on a regular basis. The art world is a sphere where many people don’t just work but reside full-time. It’s a “symbolic economy” where people swap thoughts and where cultural worth is debated rather than determined by brute wealth.

         Although the art world is frequently characterized as a classless scene where artists from lower-middle-class backgrounds drink champagne with high-priced hedge-fund managers, scholarly curators, fashion designers, and other “creatives,” you’d be mistaken if you thought this world was egalitarian or democratic. Art is about experimenting and ideas, but it is also about excellence and exclusion. In a society where everyone is looking for a little distinction, it’s an intoxicating combination.

         The contemporary art world is what Tom Wolfe would call a “statusphere.” It’s structured around nebulous and often contradictory hierarchies of fame, credibility, imagined historical importance, institutional affiliation, education, perceived intelligence, wealth, and attributes such as the size of one’s collection. As I’ve roamed the art world, I’ve been habitually amused by the status anxieties of all the players. Dealers who are concerned about the location of their booth at an art fair or collectors keen to be first in line for a new “masterpiece” are perhaps the most obvious instances, but no one is exempt. As John Baldessari, a Los Angeles–based artist who speaks wisely and wittily in these pages, told me, “Artists have huge egos, but how that manifests itself changes with the times. I find it tedious when I bump into people who insist on giving me their CV highlights. I’ve always thought that wearing badges or ribbons would solve it. If you’re showing in the Whitney Biennial or at the Tate, you could announce it on your jacket. Artists could wear stripes like generals, so everyone would know their rank.”

         If the art world shared one principle, it would probably be that nothing is more important than the art itself. Some people really believe this; others know it’s de rigueur. Either way, the social world surrounding art is often disdained as an irrelevant, dirty contaminant.

         When I studied art history, I was lucky enough to be exposed to a lot of recently made work, but I never had a clear sense of how it circulated, how it came to be considered worthy of critical attention or gained exposure, how it was marketed, sold, or collected. Now more than ever, when work by living artists accounts for a larger part of the curriculum, it is worth understanding art’s first contexts and the valuation processes it undergoes between the studio and its arrival in the permanent collection of a museum (or the dumpster, or any one of a vast range of intermediate locations). As curator Robert Storr, who plays a key role in the Biennale chapter, told me, “The function of museums is to make art worthless again. They take the work out of the market and put it in a place where it becomes part of the common wealth.” My research suggests that great works do not just arise; they are made—not just by artists and their assistants but also by the dealers, curators, critics, and collectors who “support” the work. This is not to say that art isn’t great or that the art that makes it into the museum doesn’t deserve to be there. Not at all. It’s just that collective belief is neither as simple nor as mysterious as one might imagine.

         One theme that runs through the narratives of Seven Days in the Art World is that contemporary art has become a kind of alternative religion for atheists. The artist Francis Bacon once said that when “Man” realizes that he is just an accident in the greater scheme of things, he can only “beguile himself for a time.” He then added: “Painting, or all art, has now become completely a game by which man distracts himself … and the artist must really deepen the game to be any good at all.” For many art world insiders and art aficionados of other kinds, concept-driven art is a kind of existential channel through which they bring meaning to their lives. It demands leaps of faith, but it rewards the believer with a sense of consequence. Moreover, just as churches and other ritualistic meeting places serve a social function, so art events generate a sense of community around shared interests. Eric Banks, a writer-editor who appears in Chapter 5, argues that the fervent sociality of the art world has unexpected benefits. “People really do talk about the art they see,” he said. “If I’m reading something by, say, Roberto Bolaño, I’ll find very few people to discuss it with. Reading takes a long time and it’s solitary, whereas art fosters quick-forming imagined communities.”

         Despite its self-regard, and much like a society of devout followers, the art world relies on consensus as heavily as it depends on individual analysis or critical thinking. Although the art world reveres the unconventional, it is rife with conformity. Artists make work that “looks like art” and behave in ways that enhance stereotypes. Curators pander to the expectations of their peers and their museum boards. Collectors run in herds to buy work by a handful of fashionable painters. Critics stick their finger in the air to see which way the wind is blowing so as to “get it right.” Originality is not always rewarded, but some people take real risks and innovate, which gives a raison d’être to the rest.

         The art market boom is a backdrop to this book. In asking why the market soared in the past decade, we might start with the different but related question: Why has art become so popular? The narratives in this book repeatedly allude to answers, but here are some bald, interrelated hypotheses. First, we are more educated than ever before, and we’ve developed appetites for more culturally complex goods. (The percentage of the U.S. and U.K. populations with university degrees has increased dramatically over the past twenty years.) Ideally, art is thought-provoking in a way that requires an active, enjoyable effort. As certain sectors of the cultural landscape seem to “dumb down,” so a sizable viewing audience is attracted to a domain that attempts to challenge tired, conventional ways. Second, although we are better educated, we read less. Our culture is now thoroughly televisualized or YouTubed. Although some lament this “secondary orality,” others might point to an increase in visual literacy and, with it, more widespread intellectual pleasure in the life of the eye. Third, in an increasingly global world, art crosses borders. It can be a lingua franca and a shared interest in a way that cultural forms anchored to words cannot.

         Ironically, another reason why art gained in popularity is that it is so expensive. High prices command media headlines, and they in turn popularized the notion of art as a luxury good and status symbol. During the boom, the most affluent slice of the global population became even wealthier and we saw the rise of the billionaire. As Amy Cappellazzo of Christie’s told me during my research, “After you have a fourth home and a G5 jet, what else is there? Art is extremely enriching. Why shouldn’t people want to be exposed to ideas?” Certainly the number of people who don’t just collect but stockpile art grew from the hundreds to the thousands. In 2007, Christie’s sold 793 artworks for over $1 million each. In a digital world of cloneable cultural goods, unique art objects are compared to real estate. They are positioned as solid assets that won’t melt into air. Auction houses also courted people who might previously have felt excluded from buying art. And their visible promise of resale engendered the idea that contemporary art is a good investment and brought “greater liquidity” to the market.1

         During the bull market, many worried that the validation of a market price had come to overshadow other forms of reaction. Now that record prices are few and far between, other forms of endorsement like positive criticism, art prizes, and museum shows may hold greater sway and artists are less likely to get knocked off course by an uninhibited desire for sales. Even the most businesslike dealers will tell you that making money should be a byproduct of art, not an artist’s main goal. Art needs motives that are more profound than profit if it is to maintain its difference from—and position above—other cultural forms.

         

         As the art world is so diverse, opaque, and downright secretive, it is difficult to generalize about it and impossible to be truly comprehensive. What is more, access is rarely easy. I have sought to address these problems by presenting seven narratives set in six cities in five countries. Each chapter is a day-in-the-life account, which I hope will give the reader a sense of being inside the distinct institutions integral to the art world. Each story is based on an average of thirty to forty in-depth interviews and many hours of behind-the-scenes “participant observation.” Although usually described as “fly on the wall,” a more accurate metaphor for this kind of research is “cat on the prowl,” for a good participant observer is more like a stray cat. She is curious and interactive but not threatening. Occasionally intrusive, but easily ignored.

         The first two chapters mark out antithetical extremes. “The Auction” is a blow-by-blow account of a Christie’s evening sale at Rockefeller Center in New York. Auctions tend to be artist-free zones, which act as an end point—some say a morgue—for works of art. By contrast, “The Crit” explores life in a legendary seminar at the California Institute of the Arts—an incubator of sorts, where students transform themselves into artists and learn the vocabulary of their trade. The speed and wealth of the auction room couldn’t be further away from the thoughtful, low-budget life of the art school, but they are both crucial to understanding how this world works.

         Similarly, “The Fair” and “The Studio Visit” have an oppositional rapport; one is about consumption, the other production. Whereas the studio is an optimal place for understanding the work of a single artist, an art fair is a swanky trade show where the crowds and the congested display of works make it difficult to concentrate on any particular work. “The Fair” is set in Switzerland on the opening day of Art Basel, an event that has contributed to the internationalization and seasonality of the art world. Artist Takashi Murakami, who makes a cameo appearance in Basel, is the protagonist of “The Studio Visit,” which takes place in his three workspaces and a foundry in Japan. With an enterprise that outdoes Andy Warhol’s Factory, Murakami’s studios are not simply buildings where the artist makes art but stages for dramatizing his artistic intentions and platforms for negotiations with visiting curators and dealers.

         Chapters 4 and 5, “The Prize” and “The Magazine,” tell stories that revolve around debate, judgment, and public exposure. “The Prize” investigates Britain’s Turner Prize on the day that its jury, overseen by Tate director Nicholas Serota, decides which of the four shortlisted artists will ascend the podium to accept a check for £25,000 in a televised awards ceremony. The chapter examines the nature of competition between artists, the function of accolades in their careers, and the relationship between the media and the museum.

         In “The Magazine,” I explore different perspectives on the function and integrity of art criticism. I start by observing those who edit Artforum International, the glossy trade magazine of the art world, then move on to conversations with influential critics such as Roberta Smith of the New York Times, then crash a convention of art historians to investigate their views. Among other things, this chapter considers how magazine front covers and newspaper reviews contribute to the way art and artists enter the annals of art history.

         The final chapter, “The Biennale,” is set in Venice amid the mayhem of the oldest international exhibition of its kind. A confounding experience, the Venice Biennale feels like it should be a holiday opportunity, but it’s actually an intense professional event that is so strongly social that it is hard to keep one’s eye on the art. As a result, this chapter pays homage to the curators who do. It also reflects on the essential role of memory in making sense of the contemporary and of hindsight in determining what’s great.

         The seven days structure of the book reflects my view that the art world is not a “system” or smooth-functioning machine, but rather a conflicted cluster of subcultures—each of which embrace different definitions of art. Everyone with a voice in the book agrees that art should be thought-provoking but, in “The Auction,” art is positioned principally as an investment and luxury good. In “The Crit,” it is an intellectual endeavor, lifestyle, and occupation. In “The Fair,” it is a fetish and leisure activity—a slightly different commodity to that seen at the auction. In “The Prize,” art is a museum attraction, media story, and evidence of an artist’s worth. In “The Magazine,” art is an excuse for words; it’s something to debate and promote. In “The Studio Visit,” it’s all of the above—that’s one reason Murakami is sociologically fascinating. Finally, in “The Biennale,” art is an alibi for networking, an international curiosity, and, most importantly, the chief ingredient in a good show.

         Although Seven Days in the Art World offers a whirlwind week of narratives, it was a long, slow undertaking for me. In the past, for other ethnographic projects, I’ve immersed myself in the nocturnal world of London dance clubs and worked undercover as a “brand planner” in an advertising agency. Though I took a fervent interest in the minutiae of these milieus, I eventually became weary of them. Despite exhaustive research, however, I still find the art world fascinating. One reason is no doubt that it is tremendously complex. Another relates to the way this sphere blurs the lines between work and play, local and international, the cultural and the economic. As such, I suspect it indicates the shape of social worlds to come. And even though many insiders love to loathe the art world, I have to agree with Artforum publisher Charles Guarino: “It’s the place where I found the most kindred spirits—enough oddball, overeducated, anachronistic, anarchic people to make me happy.” Finally, it must be said that when the talk dies down and the crowds go home, it’s bliss to stand in a room full of good art.

         
            1 Even in a recession, art has investment value. Who, in 2007, would have thought that a drawing by Willem De Kooning would be a safer asset than shares in Lehman Brothers? By autumn 2008, this would clearly be the case.
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         It’s 4:45 on a November afternoon in New York. Christopher Burge, Christie’s chief auctioneer, is doing a sound check. Five workmen kneel on the floor, using rulers to calculate the distance between chairs in order to pack the room with as many well-heeled clients as possible. Paintings by blue-chip artists such as Cy Twombly and Ed Ruscha hang on the beige fabric walls. Detractors describe the interior as a “high-class funeral home,” but others like its 1950s retro-modernist feel.

         Burge leans on the dark wood rostrum, calling out prices into the void in a relaxed English accent. “One million one. One million two. One million three. It is with Amy’s bidder on the phone. It is not with you, sir. Nor with you, madam.” He smiles. “One million, four hundred thousand dollars, to the lady at the back … One million five. Thank you, sir.” He looks to the imaginary bank of telephones that will be manned by Christie’s staff in two hours’ time, wondering whether to expect another bid. He waits patiently, nods to affirm that the phone bidder will go no higher, and turns his attention back to the room to get a final psychological reading of his two other fantasy buyers. “All done?” he inquires in an affectionate tone. “I am selling … One million, five hundred thousand dollars, to the gentleman on the aisle,” and he raps his gavel with such short, sharp violence that it makes me jump.

         The hammer punctuates and passes judgment. It acts as a full stop to the end of every lot, but it is also a little punishment for those who didn’t bid high enough. In the subtlest of ways, Burge dangles the carrot: This unique work of art could be yours, isn’t it beautiful, see how many people want it, join the club, enliven yourself, don’t worry about the money … Then, in a blink, he hits everyone but the highest bidder with a stick, as if all the seduction and violence of the art market were represented in the rhythm of a single lot.

         An empty room is the mise-en-scène of an anxiety dream that auctioneers share with actors. They both also dream of being caught naked before an audience. However, in the nightmare Burge has most frequently, he can’t take the sale because his auction notes are an indecipherable jumble. “There are hundreds of people out there, getting restless,” explains Burge. “For actors, their cue is being called but they just can’t get out onstage. For me, I can’t start because I can’t make heads or tails of my book.”

         Many would die to get their hands on Burge’s highly confidential “book.” It’s a sort of script for the sale. Tonight’s contains sixty-four pages, one for each lot of art. A single page contains an annotated chart of where everyone is sitting, marked with who is expected to bid and whether that person is an aggressive buyer or a “bottom-feeder” looking for a bargain. On each page Burge has also recorded the amounts left by absentee bidders, the seller’s reserve (the price under which the work will not sell), and, for almost 40 percent of the lots, the guarantees, or sums assured to each vendor whether the work sells or not.

         Twice a year in New York (in May and November) and three times a year in London (February, June, and October), Christie’s and Sotheby’s respectively hold their major sales of contemporary art. Together they control 98 percent of the global auction market for art. The word sale suggests discounts and bargains, but auction houses aim to make the highest price possible. What’s more, it is precisely these extraordinary sums that have turned the auctions into a high-society spectator sport. Tonight’s estimates range from $90,000 to prices so high that they are available only “upon request.”

         “By the time of the sale,” explains Burge, “I just go full steam ahead. I will have rehearsed this fifty times, driving myself mad, going through all the possibilities of what might happen.” Burge adjusts his tie and straightens his dark gray suit jacket. His haircut is so normal it defies description. He has perfect diction and restrained gestures. “At these evening sales,” he continues, “the audience is potentially hostile. It is a real coliseum waiting for the thumbs. They want them to go either up or down. They want a total disaster, lots of blood, and to yell, ‘Drag him off!’ Or they want record prices, great excitement, lots of laughs—a happy night at the theater.”

         Burge is considered to be the best auctioneer in the business. He has a reputation for being genuinely charming and having tight control over the room. I envisage him as the confident conductor of an orchestra or an authoritative master of ceremonies, not the victim of some gladiatorial spectacle. “If you only knew how terrified I am,” he explains. “An auction is one of the most boring things known to humankind. People sit there for two hours with this idiot droning on. It’s hot. It’s uncomfortable. People are falling asleep. It is very stressful for our staff and an experience of rank terror for me.”

         But you look like you are having such a good time, I counter.

         “That is the scotch,” he says, sighing.

         Burge has an imagination that goes well beyond the prices he calls out. Even in the straightest part of the art world, the players have character. Burge looks meticulously conventional, but as it turns out, his surface ordinariness is at least in part studied: “I’m always worried that one gets mannered and begins caricaturing oneself. We have this little army of trainers and voice coaches who watch us. We are videoed and given a ‘crit’ afterwards, so that we can stop verbal tics, overused hand movements, and other mannerisms from slipping in.”

         The pressure of the public eye is relatively new for those dealing in contemporary art. Art by living artists was not sold publicly with any fanfare until the late 1950s. The career of an artist like Picasso was made in the private sphere. People might have known him as a famous artist and said things like “My child can paint that,” but they were never shocked by the prices fetched by his work; they didn’t know them. Now artists can make the front page of national newspapers simply because their work has achieved a high price at auction. Moreover, the lag between the time works leave the studio and the time they hit the resale market is getting shorter and shorter. Collector demand for new, fresh, young art is at an all-time high. But as Burge explains, it is also a question of supply: “We are running out of earlier material, so our market is being pushed closer to the present day. We are turning from being a wholesale secondhand shop into something that is effectively retail. The shortage of older goods is thrusting newer work into the limelight.”

         Burge takes his leave to go to the crucial presale summit, where he will confirm every amount and add last-minute details to his play-by-play book of market secrets. “Right before the auction, we usually have an accurate sense of how the sale will play out,” says a Christie’s rep. “We’ve taken note of every request for a condition report about repairs and restoration to the work. We know most of our buyers personally. We might not know how hard they will push the pedal, but we know pretty well who is bidding on what.”

         The auction houses used to have an unwritten rule to “try” not to sell art that was less than two years old. They didn’t want to step on the toes of dealers, because they didn’t have the time or the expertise to market artists from scratch. Moreover, with a few important exceptions, like Damien Hirst, living artists are perceived as unpredictable and inconvenient. As a Sotheby’s staffer told me in a cavalier moment, “We don’t deal with artists, just the work, and it’s a good thing too. I’ve spent a lot of time with artists, and they’re a bloody pain in the arse.” Accordingly, an artist’s death can be opportune insofar as it cuts off the supply, creates a finite oeuvre, and clears the way for a well-defined market.

         Most artists have never attended an art auction and have little desire to do so. They’re disappointed by the way auction houses treat art like any other exchangeable commodity. In the auction world, people talk about “properties,” “assets,” and “lots” as much as paintings, sculptures, and photographs. They do “evaluations” rather than “critiques.” A “good Basquiat,” for example, was made in 1982 or 1983 and contains a head, a crown, and the color red. Primary concern is not for the meaning of the artwork but its unique selling points, which tend to fetishize the earliest traces of the artist’s brand or signature style. Paradoxically, auction house staff members are also the most likely art world players to evoke romantic notions such as “genius” and “masterpiece” as part of their sales rhetoric.

         Primary dealers, who represent artists, mount exhibitions of work fresh out of the studio, and attempt to build artists’ careers, have tended to view the auctions as amoral and almost evil. As one put it, “Only two professions come to mind where the building in which transactions take place is referred to as a house.” Secondary-market dealers, by contrast, have little to do with artists, work closely with the auction houses, and carefully play the sales.

         Primary dealers usually try to avoid selling to people who will “flip” artworks at auction, so they don’t lose control of their artists’ prices. Although high values at auction may allow a primary dealer to raise the prices of an artist’s current work, these monetary ranks can play havoc with the artist’s career. Many perceive the auctions as the barometer of the art market. Artists may be in high demand when they have a solo show at a major museum, but three years later their work may fail to reach its reserve price and suffer the indignity of being “bought in” (the expression used when a work fails to sell). By publicizing the fact that people were willing to pay half a million dollars one year but not even a quarter of a million for a similar piece by the same artist the next, auctions exacerbate these harsh swings in taste. A record price breathes life into the perception of an artist’s oeuvre, whereas a buy-in is like a visit from the grim reaper.

         It’s now 5:30 P.M. I’m supposed to be half a block away, interviewing an art consultant called Philippe Ségalot. I fly past Gil, Christie’s much-loved doorman, through the revolving doors onto West Forty-ninth Street and manage to enter the café thirty seconds ahead of my interviewee. Ségalot used to work at Christie’s and now co-owns a powerful art consultancy called Giraud, Pissarro, Ségalot. He is the kind of player who, aided by the financial clout of his clients, can “make markets” for artists.

         We both decide on fish carpaccio and sparkling water. Although Ségalot is wearing a conventional navy suit, his hair stands on end, thick with gel, neither in nor strictly out of fashion but in its own universe of style. Ségalot never studied art. He acquired an MBA, then worked in the marketing department of L’Oréal in Paris. As he explains, “It is not by chance that I went from cosmetics to art. We are dealing with beauty here. We are dealing in things that are unnecessary, dealing with abstractions.”

         Ségalot talks very quickly and passionately in intense Franglais. He is a long-standing adviser to the self-made billionaire François Pinault, who, as both the owner of Christie’s and a leading collector, wields a double-edged sword in the art market.1 When Pinault guarantees a work for Christie’s, he either makes money on the sale or, if it’s bought in, adds another piece to his collection. “François Pinault is my favorite collector,” confesses Ségalot. “He has a true passion for contemporary art and a unique instinct for masterworks. He understands quality. He has an incredible eye.” Building up the mystique of the collections on which you work is an essential part of a consultant’s job. Any piece of art acquired by Pinault receives the value-added stamp of his provenance. The artist is the most important origin of a work, but the hands through which it passes are essential to the way in which it accrues value. As a matter of course, everyone involved in the art market talks up the provenances with which he or she is affiliated.

         Pinault is one of twenty collectors that Ségalot and his partners work with on a regular basis. “The best situation in the art world—by far—is to be a collector,” explains Ségalot. “The second-best situation is ours. We have people acquire the works that we would buy ourselves if we could afford them. We live with the works for a couple of days or weeks, but eventually they go, and that is an enormous satisfaction. In some cases we are very jealous, but it is our job to marry the right work to the right collector.”

         How does Ségalot know when he has encountered the right work? “You feel something,” he says with fervor. “I never read about art. I’m not interested in the literature about art. I get all the art magazines, but I don’t read them. I don’t want to be influenced by the reviews. I look. I fill myself with images. It is not necessary to speak so much about art. I am convinced that a great work speaks for itself.” A faith in gut instinct is common to most collectors, consultants, and dealers, and they love to talk about it. However, it is rare to find an art professional willing to admit that he doesn’t read about art. It takes bravado. The vast majority of subscribers to art magazines do simply look at the pictures, and many collectors complain that art criticism, particularly that found in the dominant trade magazine, Artforum, is unreadable. Most consultants, however, pride themselves on their thorough research.

         People who buy at auction say that there is nothing like it: “Your heart beats faster. The adrenaline surges through you. Even the coolest buyers break out in a sweat.” If you bid in the room, you are part of the show, and if you buy, it’s a public victory. In auction-house parlance, you actually “win” works. Ségalot says he never gets nervous, but he does acknowledge a sense of sexual conquest: “Buying is very easy. It is much more difficult to resist the temptation to buy. You have to be selective and demanding, because buying is an extremely satisfying, macho act.”

         The psychology of buying is complex, if not perverse. Ségalot tells his clients, “The most expensive purchases—the purchases where you suffer the most—will turn out to be the best ones.” Whether it is because of the intense competition or the financial stretch, there is something irresistible about art that is hard to get. Like love, it fuels desire. “Give me a bid, but be prepared for me to exceed it,” Ségalot warns his clients. “I have created situations where I was anxious to speak to the collector after a sale because I had spent twice as much as agreed on major purchases.”

         I try to formulate a question about the correlation between making money as a consultant and overpaying for art. When consultants are on commission, they don’t earn anything unless they buy. When they’re on a retainer, no such conflict of interest gets in the way of the job. But as I struggle for the right words to broach this delicate subject, Ségalot looks at his watch. A flash of alarm crosses his face. He apologizes, stands up, pays the bill, and says, “It has been my pleasure.”

         I sit, finishing my water and collecting my thoughts. Ségalot is infectiously zealous. We had been sitting for almost an hour and he had spoken with absolute conviction the entire time. This is a talent essential to his job. On one level, the art market is understood as the supply and demand of art, but on another, it is an economy of belief. “Art is only worth what someone is willing to pay for it” is the operating cliché. Although this may suggest the relationship between a con artist and his mark, the people who do well believe every word they say—at least at the moment they say it. The auction process is about managing confidence on all levels—confidence that the artist is and will continue to be culturally significant, confidence that the work is a good one, confidence that others will not withdraw their financial support.

         
             

         

         6:35 P.M. The doors in the two-story glass wall of Christie’s lobby revolve continuously with a steady flow of ticket holders. Many dealers and consultants are already here, as the evening sale is an opportunity to meet and greet “the money.” In the queue for the coat check, and again in the line to pick up paddles for bidding, people speculate about which objects are going to do well and who is likely to buy what. Everybody knows something. People drop their voices when they utter a name or a lot number, so you tend to hear only the verdict: “That’s going to fly” or “That estimate is way off.” As people part ways to go to their seats, collectors say to each other “Good luck” and “See you in Miami.” It’s all gleaming smiles.

         The crowd is international. You hear a lot of French in an array of Belgian, Swiss, and Parisian accents. Belgium and Switzerland probably have the highest per capita ratios of contemporary art collectors. Until World War II, France was the center for buying and selling art. From after the war to the early 1980s, London was the auction capital, but now the British city is a secondary site, where the buyers tend to bid over the phone. Looking at this busy scene, it is hard to believe that New York was a provincial outpost of the art business until the late 1970s. Christie’s started holding auctions here only in 1977, but now, in the words of one Christie’s expert, “The market is alive—all the major players are in the room.”

         I see David Teiger, a New York–based collector in his late seventies. He is talking to a well-preserved woman close to his own age.

         “What period do you collect?” she asks.

         “This morning,” he responds.

         “You like art by young artists?” she asks earnestly.

         “I don’t necessarily like it, but I buy it,” he jokes.

         “So … are you bidding tonight?”

         “No. I don’t come here to buy. I come to smell the perfume— the aroma of what is in the oven—to gauge where the public is going. That is nothing to do with where I might go. I’ll go somewhere overlooked or undervalued.”

         Teiger prides himself on his independence; auctions have too much of a pack mentality for him. He bought Andy Warhol out of the Stable Gallery’s show in 1963. “You know how much I paid for it?” he says. “Seven hundred and twenty dollars! Do you know when MoMA bought their first Warhol? 1982!” Having done that, why would he want to spend $10 million on a lesser Warhol now? It wouldn’t sit right with his adventurous self-image. He’s not that kind of collector.

         So who buys at auction? Many “serious” collectors of contemporary art buy from primary dealers. It’s a lot cheaper, if a lot riskier, to be ahead of the curve. On the secondary or resale market, the risk is lower, because the work has been market-tested. All art is “priceless,” but assurance is expensive. A small percentage of collectors buy only at auction. “They like the discipline of the deadline,” explains a Sotheby’s director. “They’re very busy, so the sale makes them get their act together. They like the open nature of the auction, especially if there is a visible underbidder willing to pay a similar price. They also like the certainty that they’ve paid a market price on a given day in a given location.”

         One reason to buy at auction is to avoid the time-consuming politicking expected by primary dealers, who, in the interest of building their artists’ careers, try to sell only to collectors who have the right reputation. The lines to buy work, particularly by painters with limited annual output, can be very long—so long, in fact, that many may never be deemed elite or erudite enough to be “offered a work.” Some auction house people complain of the “complete lack of material on the market” and the “undemocratic” way in which primary dealers go about their business. “Quite frankly,” declares a Sotheby’s expert, “I think the waiting lists are obscene. An auction gets rid of these hierarchical lists, because you can jump straight to the head of the queue just by putting your hand up last.”

         At 6:50 P.M. I climb the stairs to the salesroom and join the members of the press, who are herded into a cramped standing-room area cordoned off by a red rope. The spatial arrangement suggests that the press should know its place. At a Sotheby’s Old Masters sale, we were given humiliatingly huge white stickers that said PRESS. In the hierarchy of this world of money and power, the reporters are visibly at the bottom. As one collector said of a particular journalist, “He obviously doesn’t get paid very much. He doesn’t really have access to important people, so he’s reliant on scraps to put his articles together. It’s not much fun hanging around at the big table when you’re not wanted there.”

         One journalist, who writes for the New York Times, is an exception to the rule. Carol Vogel has an assigned seat in front of the red cordon that allows her to get up and strut up and down in front of the press pack in her high-heeled boots and gray bob. She is the haughty embodiment of the power of her newspaper. I see Ms. Vogel talking to some of the top dealers and collectors. She obtains access because they want to influence her reports, even if their tips and insights amount to little more than generous helpings of spin.

         In the center of this jostling press pen is Josh Baer. He is not actually a journalist, but for over ten years he’s been sending out an electronic newsletter called The Baer Faxt that reports on, among other things, who is buying and underbidding at the auctions. Baer looks a bit like Richard Gere; he’s a cool New Yorker with thick silver hair and black-rimmed glasses. His mother is a minimalist painter of some repute and he ran a gallery for ten years, so he knows the milieu well. “The newsletter contributes to the illusion of transparency,” he admits. “People are overinformed and undereducated. They have this veneer of knowledge. They look at a painting and they see its price. They think the only value is an auction value.” Although the art world in general and the art market in particular are opaque, when you are part of the confidential inner circle, there are fewer secrets. As Baer explains, “People like to talk about themselves and to show that they know what they know. I’m fighting that urge right now—I have to fight the impulse to try to impress you that I am important.”

         Most of the reporters here are interested in a narrow band of information. They take note of the prices and try to see who is bidding and buying. None of them are critics. They don’t write about art, but trade in the currency of knowing who does what. One journalist is “paddle spotting,” or writing down the numbers of people’s paddles as they walk in so that later, when people are bidding, he can tell who bought the work when the auctioneer confirms the number aloud. Others are trying to clock who is sitting where. The reporters grumble about their cramped quarters and their difficult sight lines. They laugh at the pompous collector who has been given a “bad seat” and banter about the best way to describe someone who is making his way to his chair. “Distinctive,” says the understated British correspondent. “Vulgar,” says Baer. “A clown,” says an emphatic voice from the back of the pack.

         The salesroom seats a thousand people, but it looks more intimate. One’s seat is a mark of status and a point of pride. Smack dab in the middle of the room sit Jack and Juliette Gold (not their real names), a pair of avid collectors, married with no kids, in their late forties. They fly into New York every May and November, stay in their favorite room at the Four Seasons, and arrange to have dinner with friends at Sette Mezzo and Balthazar. “The truth is,” confides Juliette later, “you’ve got standing room, the terrible seats, the good seats, the very good seats, and the aisle seats—they are the best. You’ve got the big collectors who buy—they’re at the front, slightly to the right. You have serious collectors who don’t buy—they’re toward the back. Then, of course, you have the vendors, who are hiding up in the private skyboxes. It’s a whole ceremony. With few exceptions, everyone sits in exactly the same spot they did last season.” Another collector told me that the evening sale was like “going to synagogue on the High Holidays. Everyone knows everybody else, but they only see each other three times a year, so they are chatting and catching up.” Anecdotes abound about unnamed collectors who became so immersed in gossip that they forgot to bid.

         Part of the pleasure of the auctions is the opportunity to be seen. Juliette is wearing a Missoni dress with no jewelry except for a whopping vintage Cartier diamond ring. (“It’s dangerous to wear Prada,” she warns. “You might get caught in the same outfit as three members of Christie’s staff.”) Jack sports a discreetly pinstriped Zegna suit with a cobalt-blue Hermès tie. Sometimes Jack and Juliette buy, sometimes they sell, but mostly they come because they love the sales. Juliette is a romantic whose European  parents collected art, and Jack is a pragmatist whose stock and property business influences his perspective. Juliette told me that “an auction is like an opera with a language that you need to decipher.” Jack seems to agree but ultimately describes a very different event: “Yes, even if you don’t have a direct interest in the sale, you’re emotionally involved because you’ll own similar works by ten of the artists. An auction is an instant evaluation.”

         Tonight’s auction is more than a series of sixty-four straightforward business deals; it is a kaleidoscope of conflicting interpretations and financial agendas. When I asked the couple why they thought collecting had become so popular in recent years, Juliette spoke about how so many more people were coming to understand that art could enrich their lives. Jack, by contrast, thinks it’s because art has become an accepted way of “diversifying your investment portfolio.” Although it offends the sensibilities of older “pure collectors,” he says, the “new collectors, who have been making their money in hedge funds, are very aware of alternatives for their money. Cash pays so little return now that to invest in art doesn’t seem like such a dumb idea. That’s why the art market’s been so strong—because there are few better options. If the stock market had two or three consecutive quarters of large growth, then, perversely, the art market might have a problem.”

         The art world is so small and resolutely insular that it is not much affected by political problems. “At the sales after September eleventh,” explains Juliette, “you had absolutely no sense of the reality of the world outside. None whatsoever. I remember sitting in the sale that November and saying to Jack, ‘We’re going to come out of this room and the Twin Towers will be standing and everything will be good with the world.’”

         Major disasters may not have an impact, but casual gossip has the power to break a work. Jack told me a story about friends who sold off their grandmother’s collection. “There was this beautiful Agnes Martin painting, but somehow the word got around that if you looked at it upside down, in a certain light, with your eyes closed, it was damaged. So the whole art world suddenly took that as gospel. That probably knocked half a million dollars off the price—just because some idiot started a rumor. Conversely, when word gets out that an artist is going to move to Larry, everyone wants to buy a work before the prices go nuts.” He was referring to Larry Gagosian, one of the most powerful art dealers in the world, with galleries in New York, Los Angeles, London, and Rome, who invariably raises an artist’s prices by 50 percent when he starts representing him or her.
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