
[image: Illustration]


 

 

Alan Bamberger is a San Francisco-based art appraiser, advisor, consultant and former rare book dealer specialising in fine and decorative arts books. He consults with artists and collectors from all over the world through his much-loved website at artbusiness.com, which has been active since 1998, and which attracts 5,000–6,000 unique visitors a day. Since the beginning, his site has been financially supported by hundreds of donations through collectors, galleries and art sites. Bamberger is the author of two other publications: Buy Art Smart and Art For All.

artbusiness.com


THE ART
OF BUYING ART

How to evaluate and buy art
like a professional collector

Alan Bamberger

 

 

[image: Illustration]


 

 

ROBINSON

First published in the USA in 2007 by LTB Gordonsart, Inc.

This edition published in Great Britain in 2018 by Robinson

Copyright © Alan Bamberger, 2007, 2018

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN: 978-1-47214-036-4

Robinson

An imprint of

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

An Hachette UK Company
www.hachette.co.uk

www.littlebrown.co.uk


CONTENTS

Acknowledgements

Preface

Part I: Define

  1:   Anyone Can Master the Art of Buying Art

  2:   Original Works of Art Versus Reproductions

  3:   Discover the Art World

  4:   Define What You Like

Part II: Select

  5:   Who Says It, What They Say, How to Take It

  6:   Comparison Shopping for Art

  7:   Dealer Dealings

  8:   Insider Tips on Art Galleries and Their Websites

  9:   How to Be a Good Customer

10:   Buying Art Directly from Artists

11:   Buying from Online Galleries and Websites

12:   How Not to Buy Art

Part III: Research

13:   Research the Artist

14:   Research the Art

15:   Certificates of Authenticity and Appraisals

16:   Provenance is Profit

17:   Art and Damage

18:   Forgers, Fakes and Scams

Part IV: Buy

19:   The Economics of Art: An Introduction

20:   More Facts about Art and Money

21:   Evaluate the Asking Price

22:   Negotiate the Buy

23:   Make the Buy

24:   Buying Art at Traditional Auctions

25:   Buying Art at Online Auctions

26:   Building a Quality Art Collection

APPENDIX I: Major International Art Fairs

APPENDIX II: Internet Art Resources

APPENDIX III: Art Periodicals

APPENDIX IV: Artist Indexes

APPENDIX V: Artist Encyclopaedias

APPENDIX VI: Artist Dictionaries

APPENDIX VII: Art Annuals and Directories

APPENDIX VIII: Significant Auction Houses

APPENDIX IX: Appraiser Associations

APPENDIX X: Art Dealer Associations

APPENDIX XI: Art Reference Booksellers

APPENDIX XII: Online Artist Research: Tips and Techniques

Index


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

A substantial number of people aided me in the writing of this book including art experts, art collectors, art dealers, other fine arts professionals, and everyday people who are interested in learning more about art. Much of their help was in the form of discussions, debates, questions and the sharing of beliefs, feelings and opinions about how art should be bought, sold and collected. Their feedback on so many different topics was instrumental in the completion of my task. I would like to thank the following people for contributing to this book.

Special thanks to all the people who responded to my ‘Art Talk’ column, and more importantly to those from around the world who continually contact me through social media (Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn and Twitter in particular) as well as my website, www.artbusiness.com, with their emails, phone calls and even letters. You are the one who encouraged me to update, revise and enlarge this book, originally published as Buy Art Smart in 1990, and who continue to guide me in my writing with your questions and requests for information about art, artists and art collecting. Thanks also (in no particular order) to all the gallery owners who have so generously shared their experiences and insights with me over the years, including Robert Berman, Catharine Clark, Mat Gleason, Jack Hanley and Brian Gross, to name a few. Additional thanks to Mark Simpson and Sally Mills of the Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, Charles Campbell, Stacey Roman, Susan Friedewald, Kevin Mac Donnell, Paul Hertzmann and Susan Hertzig, Scot Levitt, Scott Haskins, Bob Conway, the art librarians at the main branches of the San Francisco and Oakland CA public libraries, the art librarians at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, Thomas McKenna, Steve Rubenfaer, Bill Currier, Edan Hughes, Valentine Walsh, Tom Hoepf and Connie Swaim of AntiqueWeek, John Garzoli of Garzoli Gallery, Lisa Peters of Montgomery Gallery, Ruth Braunstein, Dr Joseph Baird, Steve Newman, Ray Lewis, Mark and Colleen Hoffman of Maxwell Galleries, Tom Rarick, George Stern and Harris Stewart.


PREFACE

Once upon a time, owning original art was not much more complicated than seeing something you liked, paying for it, taking it home and hanging and enjoying it – no questions asked. But that carefree era is gone. These days, buying art (as well as selling it) is serious business and today’s buyers are more concerned than ever about getting good art and good value for their money. Simply put, people want to spend wisely no matter what they buy and that’s exactly what The Art of Buying Art teaches you when it comes to buying art.

Over the years, the basic principles involved in deciding whether to buy a work of art have stayed pretty much the same. Evaluation techniques and procedures remain more or less constant. What has changed dramatically is access to information. On the whole, today’s art buyers are (or can be) more informed than ever about what they buy. The internet is in large part responsible for these changes, especially with the proliferation of online art, artists, art galleries, and artprice and art-research databases. In that regard, you’ll find the entirely revised, enlarged and updated appendices more than helpful.

While knowledge is far more accessible overall, so is misinformation – sometimes unintentional, other times deliberate. This means that wending your way around the art world to find art that’s right for you can get tricky every now and again. In response to this, you’ll find plenty of tips, instructions, precautions and recommendations to make sure your artbuying experience in today’s marketplace is a rewarding one. So, prepare to become an educated, informed consumer and to learn The Art of Buying Art.


PART I: DEFINE

The Art of Buying Art is a book for everyone who appreciates original art and would like to own some. You or anyone else can learn to locate quality works of art that you love and pay fair prices for them; no previous knowledge about art or the art business is necessary. In order to accomplish this goal, however, realise at the outset that the art business has become increasingly complex in recent years, and figuring out what you like in art and how to find it are not quite as straightforward as they used to be. These introductory chapters contain basic information that will help orient you as you begin your search for those special works of art that will provide you with a lifetime of enjoyment.


CHAPTER 1

ANYONE CAN MASTER THE ART OF BUYING ART

There is no right or wrong art, there is no right or wrong reason for wanting to own art, and there is no right or wrong way to go about buying art. With these thoughts in mind, you are about to begin a book that deals not in rights and wrongs, but rather in suggestions and recommendations that stem from two basic assumptions about people who buy art:


•   People prefer to buy good-quality art.

•   People prefer to pay fair prices for the art they buy.



All techniques and methods described in this book follow directly from these assumptions as a starting point. If you are like the great majority of art buyers, you too want good quality at fair prices – you want to master the art of buying art.

Unfortunately, most beginner buyers and collectors feel anywhere from inadequate to totally helpless about the prospect of buying art ‘intelligently’. Worse yet, they have little faith in their abilities to ever accomplish this goal. To them, art is a mysterious and incomprehensible commodity, the secrets of which are understood only by art dealers, scholars, critics and other educated experts.

As a result, uninformed beginners tend to buy art in pretty much the same way – impulsively. They buy what they like, or what they think they like, wherever they happen to see it for sale, the first time they lay eyes on it. Any questions they might have are put to the sellers; whatever answers they get are instantly accepted. No further efforts are involved. They buy this way because they aren’t aware that alternative methods exist and that they can actually control their art-buying destinies.

Here’s the truth: You – or anyone else – can research and evaluate any work of art you see for sale entirely on your own and determine whether you are spending your money wisely if you decide to buy it. No previous knowledge about art or the art business is necessary. Everything you need to know is laid out right here in an easy-to-understand, easy-to-follow and logical progression.

FACTS ABOUT THIS BOOK

This book is a beginning. However involved with art you decide to get, what you are about to learn will serve as an introduction. You can spend a lifetime mastering the skills necessary to build a substantive art collection, but first you need a good solid foundation – and this book happens to be a great place to get it.

This book is a consumer guide to buying art. It approaches art from a product standpoint and it approaches the buying and selling of art from a business standpoint. As in any other consumer situation, when you buy art, you deserve to be treated fairly, you deserve to know what you’re buying, you deserve to know how to protect yourself from advantage-takers and you deserve a quality product for your money.

This is a generic art book. It is specially designed to guide you through the intricacies of the art world regardless of your tastes. No matter what type of art you are thinking about buying, the procedures for familiarising yourself with its peculiarities, learning about the artists who create it and learning how to buy it effectively are remarkably similar in many ways.

The term ‘art’ as used in this book is whatever you want it to be. Whether your interest centres on Old Master paintings, sporting-scene lithographs, abstract sculptures, conceptual photography, art that moves, technological art or ________ (you fill in the blank with what you like the most), this book will serve you equally well. The only requirement for our purposes here is that the art be original and artist-created, not mass-produced by mechanical means in factory-type settings. (See Chapter 2 for more information on how to distinguish original works of art from reproductions and copies.)

This book favours no artists and it favours no art. In order to keep you from becoming biased or unduly influenced in the direction of your art buying, artist names you see in the text are fabricated, and facts about artist careers are fabricated. Only occasionally, in examples at the ends of chapters, are actual artists’ names mentioned and only then to make points about how the art business works, not about those artists. Words describing different types of art (paintings, lithographs, sculptures, etchings, watercolours, etc.) are also used interchangeably throughout the book. All are treated equally, the point being that the entire text is applicable to all art and that no one medium is better to buy than any other.

This book applies to art in all price ranges. Whether you are chasing after multimillion-dollar masterworks or have a per-piece budget of $200, the ways you learn about and ultimately buy your art are essentially the same.

This book introduces you to how the art world works. It teaches you general truths about art, the art community, and the business of buying, selling and collecting. Wherever you go to buy art, whoever you meet in the process and whatever you hear, the great majority of what you read here will apply to your experiences.

This book is about safe, sensible, low-risk ways to begin buying art. A conservative approach is necessary because when you don’t have much experience, you can get taken advantage of in too many ways. You can overpay, get stuck with forgeries, buy inferior pieces, be fooled by get-rich-quick schemes, buy art with serious condition problems, buy copies or reproductions when you think you’re buying originals, and so on. Once you build yourself a good solid base of knowledge from which to operate – once you master the fundamentals – you can branch out, take risks and experiment with more advanced methods of buying art.

This book is primarily about buying art from established art galleries, including from gallery websites or other established retail online resources. Galleries or similar online resources are generally the safest places for novices to begin buying because they provide personal attention, offer ample learning opportunities, and offer protections and guarantees that may not be available elsewhere. You will also find several chapters throughout the book about alternative sources for buying such as directly from artists, over the internet, at auction, flea markets, garage and estate sales, resale outlets and so on. You’re welcome to explore whatever buying opportunities whenever you want, but waiting until you gain some experience and get more comfortable around art before you patronise them is recommended. You can use what you learn here to buy art anywhere, but when you’re just starting out, established galleries are great places to learn the basics.

This book is about buying art for your own personal enjoyment, not ‘investing’ in it. It is not about making money. If anything, it’s about keeping you from losing money. Those of you who don’t have a fundamental love, appreciation, fascination and passion for art to begin with – feelings that are totally unrelated to money – should get out now because in the long run you’ll lose. Although financial aspects of art are important and will be discussed at length, they should never be the primary consideration in deciding whether or not to buy art.

THE FOUR STEPS TO THE ART OF BUYING ART

A lot can happen in the time interval between the moment you get the inclination to buy art and the moment you leave an art gallery with your first purchase in tow. Two approaches you may take are 1) you can buy at random and hope for the best, or 2) you can order your activities, logically proceed from one step to the next, and assure yourself the best possible outcome. This second approach is also known as the art of buying art. If you happen to be of the art-of-buying-art persuasion, the way to accomplish this goal involves your following four important steps exemplified by four key words, as described below.

Define: The first step to follow once you get the urge to buy art is to define those types of art that attract you the most. You need concrete ideas of what your tastes are and of what in art really affects you in a deep and meaningful way. Part I of this book shows you how to define the characteristics of the art that’s right for you.

Select: Your next step is to locate and select specific works of art for possible purchase, art that appeals to you according to the guidelines laid out in Part I. In order to accomplish this, you need a working knowledge of how the art business operates. Familiarising yourself with the art community, art personalities, art dealers, art galleries and artists, and learning your responsibilities as an art buyer, are all parts of the selection process. Part II of this book teaches you how to understand and navigate the art world in a way that maximises your chances for selecting those works of art that are best for you.

Research: Once you make your selections, you have to learn more about them by researching them. In order to make informed decisions about whether or not you really want to own these works of art, you need to acquire specific information related to the art itself, the artists who created it and any other background information relevant to that art. Part III of this book teaches you basic art research techniques.

Buy: All works of art that survive the research process and still appeal to you at this final stage in your acquisition adventures become subject to one last consideration: price. Before you make that ultimate determination, to buy or not to buy, you need to understand general monetary aspects of the art business and, in particular, the financial implications of your potential purchases. You also need instruction in how to effectively complete whatever purchases you end up making – that is, how to conclude them to your best advantage. Part IV, the final part of this book, teaches you how to evaluate art prices and how to buy art advantageously.

Define, select, research, and buy – that’s what the art of buying art is all about. This book will not transform you into an instant art expert – that takes time, effort and plenty of practice. It will, however, transform you into an informed consumer, protect you from making bad buys and help you to locate the best art for your money. So, take some time to read this book, follow the instructions and learn the art-business basics. Most importantly, take your time and resist the urge to rush out and spend money until you have a handle on how to spend it wisely.

Seasoned collectors will tell you that the ‘work’ involved in defining, selecting, researching and buying the right art for their collections is not really work at all, but more like pleasure, adventure, mystery, detective work and discovery all rolled up into one. In fact, nearly everyone will go on to say that the final act of buying is almost anticlimactic to the events leading up to those moments. Collectors across the board further agree that the learning process is self-perpetuating – the more they learn, the better they get at collecting, the greater their rewards and the more they want to keep on learning in the future.

A LOOK AHEAD

The Art of Buying Art is about how to buy original art, but if you have little or no experience of looking at art, how do you know whether what you’re looking at is an original work of art or a reproduction or copy of that art? Unfortunately, the fine art marketplace is full of ‘fine art reproductions’ that may look like original art, but are no more original than newspaper or magazine illustrations. The next chapter teaches you how to tell the difference between original works of art and reproductions or copies of original works of art.


CHAPTER 2

ORIGINAL WORKS OF ART VERSUS REPRODUCTIONS

Once upon a time in the not-too-distant past, Adam Adams, the owner of the Three Star Printing Company, went to a fancy art opening at an established art gallery. The gallery was showing paintings by a well-known artist. Adam looked at one of the paintings, saw the selling price and was amazed at how expensive it was. He walked around the entire gallery, looked at all the other paintings and saw that they were equally expensive. He got to wondering whether other art galleries sold expensive paintings just like this gallery did.

The next day, Adam went out to see more art at more galleries and find out how much the paintings cost that they had for sale. He saw all kinds of paintings and they all cost a lot of money. On the way home from his day of gallery-hopping, Adam had a fantastic idea!

‘Instead of printing travel brochures with beautiful little colour illustrations of faraway places and selling them for a few pennies each like I do now, maybe I can make beautiful big colour prints of paintings like the ones I’ve been looking at in the art galleries. Each print will cost not much more money to produce than a travel brochure, but I’ll sell them for hundreds of dollars each or maybe even more. That sounds expensive, but compared to the prices of the paintings I’ve been looking at, the prints will seem like bargains. I’ll sell them to people who like the paintings but can’t afford them. These people will think they’re getting great deals and I’ll make tons of money!’

There was one slight problem with Adam’s idea, however. His prints were not original works of art like paintings or watercolours are. They were copies or reproductions of paintings that were printed the same way the illustrations in his travel brochures were printed. His prints were no different than calendar prints, posters, newspaper or magazine illustrations, or any other images printed with inkjet printers like the kinds that were selling at frame shops and poster stores for only a few dollars each. Paying hundreds of dollars apiece for his prints made no sense.

‘I can get around this price issue,’ Adam thought. ‘I’ll change the name of my business to the Three Star Fine Art Publishing Company instead of the Three Star Printing Company. I’ll print my prints in finite quantities that I’ll call limited editions, print them on heavy papers like the kinds of papers artists use, and have the artists who paint the originals sign and number the prints. Instead of marketing them as copies or reproductions, I’ll call them artist-signed and numbered, limited edition digital fine art images. That’s technically what they are anyway, so I’m not misrepresenting anything. They’ll sound important and people will think they’re getting original works of art just like paintings. My costs will be a few dollars more per print than if I print them on regular paper and don’t have the artists sign them, but that’s nothing compared to the amount of money I’ll make when I sell them.’

So, the commercial printer became a ‘fine art publisher’ and began producing his prints and advertising them in full-page colour advertisements on art websites and in art magazines. He designed his advertisements to look and read just like the ones the art galleries used to sell their expensive original paintings. He even started calling his inkjet prints giclées (from the French verb gicler meaning to squirt, spurt or splatter). People saw his advertisements and, sure enough, they believed his prints were original works of art. They also believed they were saving huge amounts of money compared to what the original paintings cost, so they bought without having the slightest idea that what they were really buying were only reproductions or copies made from high-resolution scans or photographs of the original works of art. Meanwhile, the Three Star Fine Art Publishing Company made tons of money, Adam Adams never had to print another travel brochure again, and he lived happily ever after in a great big house on a hill.

This may or may not be how the ‘limited edition fine art print industry’, or, as I prefer to call it, the reproduction print business, got started, but it’s probably not far from the truth. Today, reproduction print sales represent a significant percentage of all art business transactions, with the larger publishing companies having annual operating budgets up to millions of dollars.

Here are the facts: These limited edition prints are not original works of art. They are not made by the artists who conceive and create the originals. They are copies of original works of art produced and printed by printing companies. You do not get original works of art when you buy them; you get signatures of artists on digitally produced copies of original works of art.

The distinction must be made here between original artist-made prints and reproduction prints. Unlike reproduction prints, handmade prints like etchings or lithographs are entirely conceived, created and produced by hand by fine artists known as ‘printmakers’. Many artists also create original digital images on computers or by manipulating existing images to create entirely new and original ones. The key difference is that these are original images produced by artists, whereas reproductions or copy-prints are simply photographic or scanned copies of works of art that already exist in other mediums like painting, watercolour, etc.

Reproduction print processes do involve a degree of skill and technical knowledge and ability, but the publishers and not the artists are almost always the ones who do that work. Advertisements sometimes claim that the artists ‘oversee’ or ‘closely cooperate’ in the process, but those who actually do participate are in the small minority. Their participation is rarely hands-on and it usually involves little more than making sure the colours and finished reproductions are accurate copies of the originals. The overwhelming majority of artists play little or no part in the reproduction process – all they do is sign and number the finished copies.

Publishing companies use a variety of techniques to obscure this minimal artist involvement and also to obscure the fact that the prints are copies and not originals. The most obvious two techniques have already been mentioned – they print the copies in limited quantities and then have the artists sign and number them.

To enhance the illusion that reproduction prints are no different from original works of art, marketers create names for the prints like giclées, pigment prints, archival ink print and so on. Those names are used in combination with a bewildering array of ambiguous words and phrases like ‘hand-signed’, ‘consecutively numbered’, ‘acid-free paper’, ‘no-fade inks’, ‘certificate of authenticity’, ‘100 per cent rag paper’, ‘limited edition art’, ‘subscription edition’, ‘commission offering’, ‘authentic’, ‘original’, ‘produced in close cooperation with the artist’, ‘hand-accented’, ‘blind embossed’, ‘deluxe embellished edition’ and so on. For example, an authentic, original, limited edition, giclée pigment print sounds important and accurately describes a substantial percentage of limited edition prints, but it also accurately describes most mass-market publication illustrations!

To complete the illusion, copy-prints are marketed and sold just like original art is sold. The prints are advertised on art websites, in art magazines, sold out of stores that look just like art galleries, professionally hung and lit, beautifully framed, and treated like original art by the people who sell them. The big publishing companies thoroughly accomplish their objective – laypersons have great difficulty telling the difference between original art and copy-prints.

More facts about copy-prints:


•   Original prints made by artists are usually printed in editions of fewer than 100 (usually far fewer). Reproductions or copy-prints are usually printed in editions of at least 300–500 and occasionally into the thousands! (For purposes of comparison, a book with sales exceeding 50,000 copies is considered a bestseller.)

•   The financial values of copy-prints have no relation to the values of the original works of art they reproduce even though the people who sell them would like you to think they do. Suppose, for example, that a fine art publishing company makes a limited edition print of the Mona Lisa. Granted, they can’t get Leonardo da Vinci to sign it, but let’s say that the chief printer and an important museum curator sign it. Do you believe for one moment that the print’s value has any relation to the value of the priceless Mona Lisa? Of course it doesn’t!

•   The great majority of copy-prints cost less than $100 each to produce and sometimes as little as a few dollars each. The great majority of copy-prints sell for hundreds and even thousands of dollars each. They’re advertised as affordable when, in truth, they’re overpriced for what they are!

•   Publishing companies, not artists, often receive the bulk of the revenues generated by sales of copy-prints. The artists usually receive modest percentages, assuming they don’t sell the reproduction rights to the original works of art (and sometimes even the original works themselves) outright.

•   The bottom line is that copy-prints are not art. Every time a publishing company sells a copy-print, one less artist sells one less original work of art.



Now that’s out of my system, let me add that the great majority of reproduction prints are beautifully produced, highly decorative and perfectly acceptable to buy and collect. If you love a particular image and buying a reproduction print is the only way you can afford to own it, go ahead and buy it. Have no illusions, though, about either the originality or the financial prospects of what you’re buying. At best, copy-prints are not much more than collectibles relating to the artists who sign them, in much the same way that an art book or gallery exhibit catalogue would be if it was signed by an artist.

HOW TO RECOGNISE LIMITED EDITION COPY-PRINTS

Until the onset of digital printing, recognising limited edition copy-prints was not that difficult. Since they were printed in ways that were very similar to how most commercial illustrations are printed, all you had to do was look closely at their surfaces, with magnification if necessary, for dot-matrix patterns – the same types of patterns you would see if you looked closely at newspaper or magazine illustrations. Unfortunately, today’s digital printing techniques are far more sophisticated.

Inkjet printer patterns are often so fine that you need a jeweller’s loupe or hand-held microscope to see them (you can buy good 60–100X pocket microscope online for $10–$20). Special textured papers can obscure these patterns further and make them even more difficult to detect. Some of the more advanced digital reproduction processes practically eliminate dot patterns altogether. In other words, simple identification tests no longer work across the board.

One identification technique, however, has always worked and will continue to work for as long as copy-prints are produced. If you ever have doubts about whether what you are looking at is an original work of art or a reproduction print, ask the seller the following question: Is this print a copy or reproduction of an original work of art? If the seller is not sure or is unable to give a satisfactory answer, have them contact the publisher. Better yet, ask both the seller and the publisher and get their answers in writing along with a money-back guarantee that their representations are correct.

OTHER TYPES OF ‘ART’ THAT ARE NOT ORIGINAL

Variations on limited edition copy-prints can be found in nearly all segments of the art trade. Although the following items are often advertised and marketed as affordable ‘art’, once again, they’re copies of originals, not original works of art, and should be priced as commercially available or mass-market prints or posters, not as original artworks. If you want to buy original works of art, several such products to avoid are listed below.

Reproductions of famous works of art. Any type of art from any time period can be reproduced including bronzes, paintings, prints, antiquities, metalwork, ceramics and porcelains. Contemporary recasts of Remington bronzes, reissues of Currier & Ives or Audubon prints and other reproductions of famous works of art are occasionally marketed using words and phrases like ‘limited’, ‘authorised’, ‘collector editions’, ‘precision-crafted using the finest materials and techniques’, ‘unique’, ‘special’ and so on.

No matter how these are marketed, they are copies. They have no connection to the originals other than being similar in the way they look. The original artists are not involved in their production – most died many decades ago.

Textured reproductions of paintings. These items also tend to be copies of famous works of art, but they deserve special mention because of how they are marketed. Potential buyers are told that these copy-prints look just like the originals, that their surfaces are textured just like the paint on the originals, that they’re framed just like the originals, that some art experts may even think they’re originals, and that owning these copies is like owning the originals.

These claims are nonsense. First of all, anyone who knows art can instantly tell the difference between these copies and the original works of art they represent. Second, they are produced by machines and not by artists. Third, they may seem cheap when compared to the originals, but they often cost little to produce compared to the prices they’re marketed at, and in that sense are often overpriced.

Limited edition reproduction prints with small amounts of hand highlighting. This is a relatively recent arrival on the copy-print scene. The printing processes are the same, but small amounts of paint are then added by hand to the surfaces of the finished prints. Highlighted prints can sell for hundreds of dollars more than what their counterparts with no added paint sell for.

The truth is that the few added brush strokes typically take a few minutes at most to apply. Furthermore, the highlighting might not even be added by the original artists, but rather by people who are hired to do it for them. Dollar for dollar, these prints can be even more overpriced than ordinary copy-prints. If you have any doubts about what you are looking at, ask the seller the following question: Is this a copy or reproduction of an original work of art that has been retouched by an artist?

Remarqued limited edition reproduction prints. These are also copy-prints with handwork. Instead of altering the images, though, the artists add small sketches, usually in pencil and along the bottom margins, where the prints are also signed and numbered. These sketches are rarely much larger than a square inch or two and usually take a few minutes to complete. Nevertheless, they increase per-print prices by at least several hundred dollars, and often more, in the great majority of cases. For you maths fans in the crowd, an artist who charges $200 for a sketch that takes five minutes to finish is making $40 per minute or $2,400 per hour or $4,992,000 per year (assuming a 40-hour working week).

Contemporary printings of vintage photographs, especially digital reproduction prints of photographs originally taken with film cameras. These recent additions to the copy-print market are often enlarged from the originals and are occasionally signed, titled, numbered or accompanied by certificates of authenticity. The original photographers are often famous and may or may not still be alive. The original photographs themselves are often valuable or collectible, and their subject matters are often historical or significant in other ways. Images of famous sports figures, rock-and-roll stars, and early panoramas of cities, for example, are among the more popular subject matters currently being sold by copy-photograph dealers.

Copy-photographs can be made from any existing photographic image including negatives, positives, digital files and moving-picture film. As is the case with other forms of copy-art, marketers use ambiguous-sounding terms and phrases to sell contemporary prints of old photographs, such as ‘from the original glass negatives’, ‘never before published’, ‘certificate of authenticity’, ‘archival printing’, ‘hand titled’, ‘numbered’, ‘exclusive limited edition’, ‘original prints’ and so on. Selling prices can range into the thousands of dollars per image and, as with other limited edition copy-prints, copy-photographs are presented as affordable when compared to what the originals would cost.

The truth is that copy-photographs are relatively cheap to produce and can be produced whenever more prints are needed. If the original photographers are still alive and can sign reproductions, that at least gives them some value. When photographers are no longer living, the reproductions have no connection to either them or to the financial values or the collectability of the originals. From a collectible, historical or archival perspective, they’re worth about as much as they cost to print and not much more. They have a certain amount of value as decorative images, but the ones that have the real value are the originals. If you have doubts about what you’re looking at, ask the sellers: Is this a recent copy or a reproduction of an original vintage photograph?

Copies of well-known photographic images can make great decorative additions to collections, especially when the originals are either in museums or are prohibitively expensive. In case you’re interested in certain photographers or images, many museums and institutions with photography collections or archives, including the Library of Congress, offer what are called ‘photo-duplication services’. Anyone can contact these institutions directly and buy copies of famous photographs in their collections for prices starting under $50 each. The Library of Congress, for example, has over ten million images in its archives.

MORE ABOUT GICLÉES

A ‘giclée’ or digital print is a print-out of a digital file located on a computer’s hard drive and printed by a digital printer. As mentioned above, the word ‘giclée’ is derived from the French verb ‘gicler’, which means ‘to squirt, spurt or splatter’. Collectors like giclée prints because of the way they look. Digitally produced prints have a unique appearance about them that is difficult to achieve by using conventional printing processes. Colours can be strikingly vibrant, details can be crystal clear and the overall visual impact of a digital image can be highly dramatic.

From an art standpoint, there are two types of giclée prints. The first type exists only as a computer file, that is, it is created by a digital artist on a computer. These giclées are considered original works of art and are usually sold by the artists themselves or by galleries specialising in original digital art. The second type is a digital reproduction or copy-print of a work of art that is in another medium. That is, it is made by either photographing or scanning a piece of art like a painting or a watercolour, converting it to a digital file on a computer and then printing that file out with a digital printer. These giclées are basically equivalent to photocopies and are usually marketed by commercial printing companies. Many artists also offer digital prints for buyers on a budget or who can’t afford their originals.

If you love the look of giclées and want to buy them, make sure you understand the difference between original digital images and reproduction prints. When you’re not sure about what you’re looking at, ask the seller: Is this an original digital print created by a digital artist on a computer or is it a reproduction or copy of a work of art like a painting or a watercolour? Reviewing the artist’s career accomplishments is another good way to check for originality. Résumés or CVs of digital artists usually include their experience and accomplishments creating computer images and graphics; résumés of conventional artists usually talk about their paintings or watercolours.

A LOOK AHEAD

Now that you have some instruction in how to tell the difference between originals and copies, you’re ready to go out, start looking at art, figure out what you like and define the types of art you would most enjoy buying. The next chapter talks about how to set aside any preconceived notions you might have about art so you can approach the art world with an open mind.


CHAPTER 3

DISCOVER THE ART WORLD

The great majority of people who decide to buy art are relatively unaware of the incredible variety that’s available for purchase. Their tastes are often the products of happenstance, their upbringings, past experiences and limited arbitrary encounters with art. They operate according to preconceived notions about art collecting, art buying and what the art they want to own looks like – notions they’ve held for perhaps years or even decades. This is best illustrated with an example.

Suppose you’re back in kindergarten and your art-class assignment one day is to draw an apple. You eagerly take out your purple, green and black crayons and draw a green form shaped like a figure of eight with black and purple lines coming out of it. Then you make purple, black and green dots all over the back of the paper, crush the whole thing up and confidently place it on the desk in front of you. For whatever reasons you have at that moment, this is an apple. More importantly, it’s your apple, you’re proud of it and you believe you did a great job making it.

When the art teacher comes by to critique your work, you find out differently. You are gently but firmly informed that you don’t crush up your paper and that an apple is round and red with a place on top for the stem and maybe a leaf or two. You sadly accept this fact, throw away your apple, take out a new sheet of paper and draw the art teacher’s apple in place of yours.

The combined effect of this and similar experiences you have while growing up is that your definition of art becomes narrower and narrower and narrower. You are told that art should look a certain way, be made a certain way, mean certain things, be this size and that shape, these colours, have this texture and so forth. If it fails to satisfy any of these criteria, it’s bad, incompetent, a bunch of scribbles, trash, junk, stupid and, of course, it’s not art.

Take a few moments here and jot down your preconceived notions. Include what you think the art you’re interested in buying looks like, who the artists are, where you might go to buy it, how much it costs and any other relevant specifics. Be as thoughtful and detailed as possible and save these notes. They define your official starting point and will serve as a reminder of where you were when you began this book.

Done writing? Good. Now take your piece of paper, fold it up, put it in a drawer and forget about it. While you’re at it, imagine putting everything else you know about art into that same drawer and forgetting about it, too. Your current knowledge may well come in handy later but, for the time being, let’s start with a blank slate. Approach your quest to define what you like as though you’ve never read or heard a thing about art before in your life, as though you have no opinions about it whatsoever.

Whatever you think, forget it for now. Don’t let your brain get in the way. With your brain in full gear, you look at a painting, print or sculpture and hear little voices in your head saying things like ‘My friends will stop speaking to me if I buy this’, or ‘This thing will never increase in value’, or ‘I have no idea who this artist is – his art can’t be any good.’ Screening out all this interference allows you to begin at the very beginning and survey your most basic gut reactions to art.

An empty mind permits you to see, feel and experience pure emotion, to let the art control you. Don’t filter your response to the art through a belief system that may or may not have a basis in fact. By letting your raw feelings guide you, you take the first major step in defining what you really like. After all is said and done, of course, you may find that you are attracted to the exact same art you were before you started, but then again, you may discover that your true tastes are for art that you never imagined you could appreciate.

LOOK, LOOK, LOOK

Now that your mind is out of the picture, let’s get art into the picture. You’ve got to familiarise yourself with the product you intend to purchase. Your first assignment is to begin the definition process by getting out there and seeing as much art and as many different kinds of art as you possibly can.

Either you can take a systematic approach to your looking and see one particular type of art at a time or you can see many different types in no particular order. Whatever you feel comfortable doing is fine, but remember, don’t be selective in your viewing – look at everything everywhere.

The best way to start is by looking at art up close and in person like at museums, art fairs, art galleries, arts organisations, artist associations, art walks or open studios, historical societies (if you like older art) and corporate collections. But don’t stop there. Wherever your day-to-day activities take you – shopping malls, banks, the doctor’s, hotel lobbies, restaurants – keep a constant eye on the walls, the pedestals and the display areas. At this early stage, the art you see in a shopping mall is just as important to look at as what you see at a museum.

Another great place to look at art is the internet. Looking at art online is nothing like seeing it in person, but the good thing about the internet is that you can see far greater varieties by all kinds of artists from every corner of the earth in a far shorter period of time than you can by physically travelling from place to place. You can browse museum collections, scroll through gallery websites, visit artist web pages and much more. Social networking sites like Instagram and Facebook in particular are great places to search for art and follow your favourite artists.

See old art, new art, abstract art, big art, little art, bright art and dark art. Look at paintings, sculptures, etchings, prints and watercolours. Look at ‘works of art’ that you’re not even sure are art. Once again – look at everything. Don’t try to understand it, analyse it, read about it, find out who the artists are, figure out what it is or how it’s made, or ask other people what they think about it. Just plop yourself down in front of it and look. Monitor your reactions to it – that’s all.

Do you like it or not? Does it make you feel happy, sad, calm, angry, exhilarated? Do you love it or hate it or have no reaction to it at all? Does it make you think about certain issues? Does it transport you to other realities or to faraway places? Does it change the way you think? Show you new ways of looking at things? These are the internal reactions you are looking to define.

Two additional pointers:


•   Pay attention to art you hate as well as art you like. Recognising what you want to avoid is just as important as recognising what you love.

•   Don’t ignore certain types of art you are already familiar with because you think you know what your reactions will be and believe that nothing about them will ever change. That’s your brain getting in the way again. View it as though you are seeing it for the very first time.



HOW TO LOOK

Looking at art means more than giving casual glances as you pass it by. You’ve got to spend time studying individual pieces.

Stand up close and focus on small areas of the art. Stand back and look at the whole thing. Stick your nose right up to the canvas or wood or paper or bronze and study the minutest details. Back away slowly and watch how the art changes. Move so far away that the art practically disappears into its surroundings.

Look at the colours, subject matters, sizes, styles, frames, pedestals. Look at single brush strokes on a painting, single lines on an etching, single details on a sculpture. Look at the materials making up the art; see how it’s put together.

If you happen to see something you really like, note what it is, where you saw it, how it looks and why it attracts you – nothing more. You’ll have plenty of opportunity to return and learn more about it later.

Resist the temptation to speak with people about whatever you’re looking at. Start asking questions and you’ll be right back in that rut of letting your mind or the minds of others control your responses. Avoid exposing yourself too early in your explorations to opinions on what’s good, what’s bad, what to buy or what to avoid. At this formative stage, no one has the inside track on what’s best for you better than yourself.

Don’t read literature or brochures about the art you are looking at. Don’t look at explanations, titles or prices. Pay no attention to the names of artists or how famous they are. All this information interferes with your gut feelings. Suppose, for example, you see a painting and hate the way it looks. Then you come closer, read the label and find out that Pablo Picasso painted it, and it’s selling for $14 million. Do you change your mind all of a sudden and decide you really like it? Of course not!

Remember, all you’re doing here is looking and feeling. You are not committing yourself in any way; you can change your mind about what you like at any time. You are simply getting in touch with how you feel when you look at various types of art. The goal of ‘looking without thinking’ is this: By experiencing a little bit of everything that’s out there and taking some time to study it in detail, you begin to acquire strength of conviction and begin to define what really thrills you.

Out of all the millions of art pieces that have ever been and have yet to be created, you will choose to own maybe one, maybe five, maybe one hundred. And you’ll choose them because they mean something special to you and you alone. Now is the time to acquire a feel for where that special meaning lies, and to identify what qualities in art attract you the most.

Example 1

The most sophisticated collectors I know are the ones who spend the most time looking at art. Some focus only on the art they collect, while others are more adventurous and are constantly on the lookout for new and exciting pieces to add to their collections. One collector I know makes a point of looking at and studying a far greater amount and wider range of art than he collects. He stays in shape, so to speak, and, as a result, is able to evaluate many different types of art on a variety of levels, whether he collects them or not.

This person began by collecting nineteenth-century art, moved on to abstract and conceptual art and artists from the second half of the twentieth century, and eventually focused on collecting contemporary art. By keeping informed about a wide range of current events in the art world and considering whatever art was brought to his attention – whether he knew anything about it or not – he developed an uncanny ability to spot and act on trends in the marketplace before most other collectors. Two big benefits of his buying ahead of the market were that he had a larger selection of pieces from which to choose and the prices he paid were often reasonable due to the fact that not that many other collectors were buying in his chosen areas.

Example 2

An incredible amount of art is bought by people who buy more or less at random. They buy because someone tells them to, because their friends own one, because they think they’re going to make a bundle of money when they resell, because they think the artists are ‘famous’ or ‘hot’ and that they’ll impress their friends, and so on. Buying art this way has little upside:


•   The buyers themselves suffer because they are being controlled by outside forces. Rather than buying what they love, they’re buying what they think they should buy.

•   Artists suffer. Rather than select from the great variety of quality art that artists produce, inexperienced buyers put their money into those few names that they already recognise, that happen to be trendy, are hyped the most, get the best news coverage and so on. Many outstanding artists who are not that publicity-oriented have difficulty selling their art because so many people are blinded by glitz and glamour and buy like sheep.

•   Dealers who deal in quality art suffer. The market gets flooded with art that is not that good, but rather satisfies whatever mass tastes happen to be – whatever buyers think is the thing to buy at the moment. At worst, money goes to slick business people who know more about marketing what’s hot than they do about art.



What’s important here is that you come to understand the incredible variety of art that’s available in the marketplace, pinpoint your tastes, develop a sense of independence and purpose, stay true to what you love and avoid jumping into the market before you have a good solid footing. Develop confidence in yourself and your preferences. Then start buying.

A LOOK AHEAD

As you begin to get an idea of what qualities in art attract you the most, the time comes to start getting practical – to let your brain back into the picture. Putting thoughts to your feelings once again becomes necessary because that is the only way you’ll be able to communicate your needs, acquire information and, in the end, buy art. Your next step in defining what you like, therefore, is to identify and describe the art you really want to buy.


CHAPTER 4

DEFINE WHAT YOU LIKE

So far, you have experienced art on a purely emotional level, evaluating how it looks and feels to you with no interference from the brain, that is, the intellectual or cognitive components of whatever you’re looking at. You have seen and noted particular works of art that possess a certain magic for you, that impress you in ways you find appealing. Defining what you like means putting the characteristics and qualities of this special art into words.

Not only do you have to define it, but you have to be specific. The better you are able to pinpoint your preferences, the better the art community is able to understand and serve you.

Begin this procedure by reviewing any notes you took during your Chapter 3 adventures. Return to locations where you saw art you liked. Look at that art again and find out basic information about it. If you have questions about specific works of art, have gallery personnel or other art professionals such as curators, consultants or experienced collectors explain and clarify whatever details you’re unsure of. Record all relevant data for future reference. Avoid getting involved in any serious discussions about art at this point (it’s a little premature for that), and confine your fact-gathering mission to the basics:


•   Find out the names of the artists.

•   Find out where the art originates. Is it American, European, South American, Japanese? Is it from London, from Tokyo, from New York City?

•   Note when the art dates from. Is it contemporary, from the twentieth century, nineteenth century or some other period?

•   Note the style or styles of the individual works of art. Are they abstract? Realistic? Impressionistic? Conceptual? Pop Art? Surreal?

•   Identify the mediums that the art is created in. Are they watercolours, bronzes, oil paintings on canvas, etchings, colour woodcuts, mixed media and so on?

•   Identify the subject matters. Are they representations of anything in particular? Landscapes? Seascapes? Still lifes? City scenes? Busts of famous people? Geometric abstracts?

•   Find out the financial values of any works of art that are for sale or, when possible, art you like that’s in private collections (as opposed to art on permanent display in museums or other institutions).

•   Note any other relevant physical characteristics that are consistent from one piece to the next such as what sizes, shapes and colours they are.



Once you have assembled this information, combine it into a concise opening statement that you can make to anyone who is interested in knowing what you prefer in your art. As conversations progress, you can fill in the additional details as required. Here are some examples of good opening statements:

‘I’m interested in contemporary oil paintings of spring scenes in the French countryside.’

‘I love contemporary folk art by Louisiana artists.’

‘I’m looking for abstract sculptures by New York City artists created between 1970 and the present.’

‘I want to buy etchings and lithographs of sporting scenes that have waterfowl in them, preferably ducks.’

Make sure your statement provides adequate introductory information about your needs. Suppose you are in an art gallery and the owner asks what you are interested in buying. You answer: ‘Seascapes.’ You feel perfectly comfortable with that answer because the central feature of every work of art you like is a large body of water. But if you think for a moment, ‘Seascapes’ happens to cover a huge amount of territory. Your statement is too general – the dealer has virtually no information to work with. He could show you hundreds of seascapes, none of which you would find acceptable.

The dealer has no idea whether you want coastal scenes, clipper ships tossing about on stormy seas or peaceful sunsets over tropical beaches; large pictures or small ones; bright pictures or dark ones; contemporary examples or ones painted decades ago. You can only carry on a constructive conversation about your tastes in art when you have a good opener and plenty of specifics with which to follow it up.

Don’t worry that defining your preferences too narrowly at this early stage will eliminate huge amounts of art from consideration before you even get going. This is not the case and, in fact, the opposite often occurs. Once you begin focusing on specifics, you realise that a lot more is available within that particular realm of collecting than you ever imagined existed. And remember, just because you define your interests now doesn’t mean that you must stick to them for the rest of your life. You can modify your opening statement or change your preferences at any time.

The general rules for buying art are pretty much the same no matter what you decide to collect. By setting an initial direction now and following through to the point of purchase, you acquire the basic skills necessary to form a quality collection of whatever type of art you eventually choose to focus on.

BE REALISTIC

An important part of defining your likes is making them workable in the real world of buying art. By setting realistic, reachable goals for yourself, you maximise the chances of your being able to find exactly the art you are looking for. If your preferences in art are great in theory, but impractical in terms of buying, you’ve got to adjust them appropriately. Below are some factors you should take into consideration.

Make sure you can afford what you want to buy. As soon as possible, figure out your budget; decide approximately how much money you are willing to spend per work of art. If the art that thrills you the most is too expensive, look for something more affordable that has similar characteristics to those favourites.

Suppose, for example, that you love French Impressionist paintings, but that your per-piece budget is only $5,000. Decent-quality French Impressionist works start in the tens of thousands of dollars each and proceed rapidly upward from there. For your $5,000, you can barely even buy a decent sketch on a small scrap of paper. You could solve this problem by looking instead for Impressionist-style pictures by contemporary artists that approximate the look of those you like and that sell in the $5,000 range. Your opening statement would be, ‘I want to collect paintings by contemporary artists done in the manner of the French Impressionists that cost between $3,000 and $5,000 each.’

Whatever your budget, make sure you can buy a reasonably good piece of art. If you can’t afford better-quality examples of what you like the most, lower your sights accordingly. Collectors across the board will tell you that regardless of your budget, buy as close to the top of your chosen area of focus as you can.

For instance, if good-quality examples of the art you like the most cost $8,000 to $10,000 each and you only have $2,000 to spend, you won’t be able to get very much for your money. You’ll be forced to buy closer to the bottom of the market for this art than the top. The solution is to find more affordable art you like just as much where $2,000 buys the best or at least a better example of what’s available, not a mediocre one.

Make sure what you like is readily available and that you have a good selection to choose from. You won’t find anything to buy if the type of art you’re looking for is so rare that it hardly ever comes onto the market.

Make sure you choose your art for art reasons, not money reasons. Buy because you love the way the art looks, you are fascinated by the history behind it, you’re impressed by the artist and so on. If you like specific works of art mainly because you think they’ll go up in value, think again. For one thing, only a small percentage of art increases in value over time (as you will see in Chapters 19 and 20). Additionally, getting all caught up in money matters can destroy the fun of buying art.

Keep your preferences conservative at first. Focus on art that dealers and collectors generally accept as being collectible. The more you learn and the more experienced you become, the more experimental you can afford to be in your buying.

BE THOROUGH

Be complete and thorough when defining your likes; don’t overlook any important details. You must be fully aware of the qualities you want in your art and of the basic principles that will guide your buying. The truth is that some art buyers are not aware of these things and, consequently, the art they end up owning is quite different from the art that they originally set out to buy.

Suppose you meet a collector who tells you, ‘I love to collect paintings of Florida coastal scenes by established Miami artists.’ You visit him at his home, he gives you a tour of his collection and, at first glance, all his pictures seem to be exactly what he told you they were. But as he presents each piece and describes it, he finishes with statements like, ‘Paintings by this artist sell for $1,250 and up – I paid only $150 for mine at a small local auction,’ or ‘I got this one on sale for a quarter of what it’s worth.’

Whether or not this collector originally intended it, a guiding principle behind his collecting – one that belongs in his opening statement – is that he purchases only coastal scenes he can buy cheaply enough to brag to his friends and acquaintances about what great bargains he got. A more appropriate statement about his collecting would be, ‘I love to buy Florida coastal scenes by established Miami artists that I can get for much less than they’re really worth,’ or ‘I collect bargain paintings that happen to be Florida coastal scenes done by established Miami artists.’ He cannot really title his collection ‘Florida Coastal Scenes Painted by Established Miami Artists.’

The bargain factor clearly influences his choices. By limiting his purchases to ‘bargain’ paintings, he automatically eliminates all non-bargains from consideration. This could possibly result in his compromising quality for price or in depriving himself of important coastal scenes or art by significant artists that simply can’t be found at bargain prices. His obsession with bargains may adversely affect his collecting.

Here are examples of two other constraints that can and do significantly alter the intended courses of many a collection:


1  Only purchasing works of art that a particular person – wife, mother-in-law, best friend, employer, etc. – approves of. The resulting selection is more indicative of the tastes of the third parties than of the buyer.

2  Buying all art from a single gallery, website or artist. A buyer who patronises only one resource does not really buy what he or she likes; they buy what the resource likes.



A LOOK AHEAD

Defining what you like, tempering it with the realities of your budget and buying situation, and explaining it in ways the art community understands completes the first step in the process of buying art. The next step – which is the goal of Part II – involves your selecting specific works of art for possible purchase according to your requirements. In order to make the best choices, however, you need basic training; that is, you need an introduction to how the art world works.


PART II: SELECT

Selecting a work of art for possible purchase is easy. Since you are now able to identify what you like, all you have to do is walk into a gallery or browse its website, take a look at what’s available, see something interesting, and say to yourself, ‘I wouldn’t mind owning that.’ Selection process completed.

The hard part is locating relevant galleries in the first place; knowing what to do once you get there; being able to tell whether you have encountered a good dealer or a bad one; effectively interacting with anyone you meet before, during and after your visit; and knowing how to behave in order to maximise the quality of each visit. Consequently, the goal of Part II is not to teach you how to select art – you can do that already – but rather to provide you with the information you need in order to ensure that your selection process has a positive outcome. Part II is a basic course in understanding and navigating your way through the art community. The truth is that you can’t come face to face with and select the art that’s right for you until you know how to get around.
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