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Preface

In 1966, John Berger, author of the highly influential art book Ways of Seeing (1972), wrote in the Times Literary Supplement: ‘The story of how London has become one of “the world’s capitals of art” would be fascinating – if it could be told. But probably it never will be told because there are too many well-kept secrets. One might as well try to tell the story of the last ten years of the Casino at Monte Carlo.’1 I have rashly attempted that task.

I worked at Sotheby’s for thirty-two years, mostly in London, initially in the British Paintings Department and latterly as the UK chairman. When I turned up for my first day at work in June 1979, Sotheby’s was in the afterglow of the Mentmore and von Hirsch sales. Peter Wilson, who hired me, seemed all-powerful, and London unassailable as the world capital of art auctions. This book describes how that came about and why it changed over time.

My focus is on the auctioneers and dealers who contributed to London’s global dominance in the second half of the twentieth century. I have not written about rare books, manuscripts or the jewellery trade (excepting S. J. Phillips in the chapter on silver), all of which also supported London’s ascent. The difficulty in writing a book of this sort is to avoid becoming a gazetteer, and therefore many excellent dealers have been left out. I hope they will forgive my omission – perhaps they will be grateful.

The literature on the London art trade 1945–2000 is thin. There are several books about Sotheby’s and some good memoirs from Christie’s directors: John Herbert, Christopher Wood (unpublished), Brian Sewell and Charles Hindlip, not to mention the glorious writings of Philip Hook, who experienced the trade from several perspectives. When writing about the dealers of the era, I have relied heavily on oral histories from those I interviewed, all of whom have been generous with their time and knowledge. What shone through was their enthusiasm to discuss the past and remember the brilliance, conviviality, passion and occasional peccadillos of their colleagues over the last half-century. Many will agree with Lord Hindlip, Christie’s late ex-chairman, that ‘I doubt they have as much fun today as we did then’. Times change, however, and readers of the YBAs chapter will see that they had just as much fun at the turn of the millennium – but it is different.




Introduction

‘A good art dealer is a man who can sell a picture he dislikes to a client who dislikes it’.1

ARTHUR TOOTH IN CONVERSATION WITH HENRY ROLAND

The modern art market was born in London at 9.30 p.m. on 15 October 1958. That night, Sotheby’s staged a glittering sale of impressionist paintings imported from America from the collection of the late Jakob Goldschmidt. Masterminded by Sotheby’s newly appointed chairman, Peter Wilson, the sale introduced many novel features at a time when auctions were still trade affairs, with the air of the old curiosity shop. Held in the evening and in black tie, there were movie stars in the front row, television cameras rolled and, most startling of all, there were only seven items for sale. Goldschmidt was the first ‘event’ sale of the modern era and it was clear that a great change had taken place: Wilson had seen the future and grasped the importance of public relations. The sale established London as the global centre of the art market and Sotheby’s as an international auction house. It began a shift in power from the dealers to the auctioneers and signalled the dominance of impressionist and post-impressionist paintings over the art market for the next forty years.

London after the war was like an Aladdin’s cave, its antique shops stuffed with a quality and quantity of goods almost inconceivable today. These treasures came from the sale of country houses and the unloading of 200 years of obsessive collecting by a once rich country that found itself much poorer after the war and in need of cash. London had the goods when it came to old masters and furniture, but the art that would give the city global domination had to be imported, often from America. It was this coup that Peter Wilson pulled off in 1958 with Goldschmidt, enabling London to capture the impressionist market from Paris and New York.

More than anybody, Peter Wilson set the compass for the times. Geraldine Norman, the veteran saleroom correspondent, described his impact on the art market as mirroring the innovation ‘of Henry Ford on the mass production of cars, Rothschild on banking or Fleming on medicine’.2 Wilson’s idea of persuading Americans to sell French paintings in London (where there was no indigenous market for them) back to Americans was enabled by technology, particularly the jet aeroplane and the telephone, and assisted by the advantages of geography, a common language and GMT. He saw an opportunity and seized it. Today, largely unknown outside the older members of the trade, Wilson is absent from the American-focused Sotheby’s Wikipedia entry.

The 400-year history of the art trade is characterised by the tug of war for control of the market by dealers or auctioneers. Dealers thrived when cash was king, and controlled the Grand Tour, the French Revolutionary period, the Napoleonic wars and the interwar era, dominated by Lord Duveen’s hold over the market. In the forty years after the Goldschmidt sale, the art trade became an auctioneer’s market, until the rise of contemporary art around the millennium returned some of the power to the dealers. As a critic noted in 1965: ‘The fact that you sold your flower painting in the saleroom is significant. Ten years ago, you would almost certainly have taken it to a dealer.’3 By 1969, it was estimated that the turnover of London salerooms exceeded those of New York and Paris combined.4

Before the Goldschmidt sale, the international art market was operated by a cadre of major art dealers who kept offices in Paris, New York and London. The pre-war dealers’ practice was to buy from private collections and sometimes replenish their stock from auction. In the 1950s, neither Sotheby’s nor Christie’s had yet expanded beyond London. During the period of this book, their story emerges as one of the great business duopolies. Likened to Tweedledum and Tweedledee by the dealer Lillian Browse, Sotheby’s and Christie’s became as aggressive, dominant and competitive in their field as Pepsi and Coca-Cola. Increasingly, collectors would offer their collections to the auction houses for sale rather than the dealers.

The difference between Sotheby’s and Christie’s was often perceived as one of social background, and although there was an element of truth in this, it was more a contrast in attitude that defined them. The departments at Sotheby’s were less well-connected in society, making them more aggressive in scouring for business. Philip Hook recalls that, when he joined Christie’s in 1973, ‘One crusty old Christie’s director explained to me that yes, Sotheby’s sales were larger, but their approach was “dangerously commercial”. In his eyes there was something ungentlemanly about making too much money.’5 However, Christie’s proved to be quite as ruthless as Sotheby’s when the two firms imposed the buyer’s premium in 1975. The introduction of the buyer’s premium turned out to be a second caesura moment in our story. The rise of the two main auction houses to a position of dominance meant that firms like Agnew’s had to reinvent themselves as the bidders of choice for the world’s top museums.

If Sotheby’s and Christie’s are in some sense the lynchpins of this story, the art trade as a whole presented a glorious gallery of characters, comprising clever amateurs, scholarly specialists, brilliant émigrés, grandees with a flair for trade, knowledgeable stallholders, cockney traders and a fair sprinkling of rogues. Part of the fun of the London art world was its variety and extent. This wider network formed the base of the pyramid by which objects would be transferred through five or six hands, as they passed from country dealers to specialists in Bond Street, Kensington Church Street or Portobello Road. As a backdrop to this were all the ancillary aspects of the art trade: fairs, restorers, academics, museum curators, restaurants and gentlemen’s clubs. More than anything else it was the street markets that captured the imagination of the public, writers, filmmakers and pop stars and drew them into the orbit of the trade.

David Sylvester suggested that:


Art dealers are promising subjects for biographies. They buy and sell portable objects that can easily cost more than a castle or two. They survive by outwitting some of the world’s most cunning and ruthless manipulators of wealth, and they also know how to charm the old rich, key sources of supply. When they deal in the work of living artists, they shape the careers of some of the most charismatic and paranoid individuals of their time. Their operations tend to sail dramatically close to the wind of commercial ethics and sometimes of the law. And, having lived lives generally presumed to have been even shadier than they were, they may well be immortalised as builders of temples of high culture.6



This is as true today as it was in Lord Duveen’s time.

In keeping with Sylvester’s view, Sotheby’s was particularly prone to scandal. As the historian Robert Lacey put it, the firm ‘had no monopoly on amorality, but as in so many other areas, they practised it better than anyone else’.7 Christie’s by contrast appeared more careful. An example is the story from a member of staff about Christie’s Argentinian representative illegally sending artefacts to New York for sale. Aggrieved because they were reported in the American financial results and he was not getting the credit, he complained to Jo Floyd, the London chairman, who, with his hands over his ears, repeated ‘I have not heard this, I have not heard this!’8 Illegal export, particularly of antiquities, is the theme of several chapters of this book and generated more scandal than any other area. It is a sad fact that some of the most talented figures described here are also the most problematic, their reputations tarnished by their involvement in trafficking looted objects and other offences.

The illegal auction ‘rings’ that were a problem during the 1960s appear in several chapters. A ring involves a group of dealers clubbing together to avoid bidding against each other at auction. One dealer would be designated by the ring to bid for the object, which would then be re-auctioned in a private ‘knockout’, often held in a local pub after the sale. If knockout rings were the bane of the auctioneer’s life, ‘taking bids from the chandelier’, by pretending there was a bidder, was equally enraging to dealers and collectors in the room. For the auctioneer, this was a legal method of getting momentum up to the reserve, after which they were obliged to accept only genuine bids. That said, rare rogue auctioneers, sometimes aware of a written bid left with the sales clerk, would ‘run up’ the buyer. The trade had a shrewd intuition about such shenanigans and constructed ruses to catch them out.

Despite its occasional scandals, London was considered to have the best and most reliable expertise in the world, and the city nurtured scholarly dealers of great repute and honesty. The exposure of the fake Samuel Palmers in the Keating affair marked a turning point after which the trade recognised the necessity of relying on something more rigorous than overly optimistic connoisseurship. Specialist markets like porcelain and drawings thrived with superb expertise allied to high ethical standards, whilst the evolution of art-fair vetting committees was also important in raising standards all round.

If there was one factor which improved the expertise of the London trade it was the number of émigrés who established themselves in the city, bringing a cosmopolitan sophistication. For many observers, this group of post-war exiled dealers ‘created the civilised atmosphere of the London art trade in the 1950s and 1960s’.9 Hans Gronau, Herbert Bier, Erica Brausen, Frank Lloyd, Harry Fischer, Hans Calmann, Annely Juda, Henry Roland, Hans Backer, Andrew Ciechanowiecki, Jacques Koopman, Julius Weitzner, Ralph Nash, Helen Glatz, Herbert Rieser, Hanns Weinberg and many others appear throughout this book. Mostly (but not all) Jewish refugees, a remarkable number had been interned on the Isle of Man during the war and subsequently served in the Pioneer Corps. They gave London an edge, animating the market with their incomparable knowledge and energy.

*

For Sir Geoffrey Agnew, ‘Art dealing is rather like operating an intelligence network … you have to know before anyone else when important pictures are coming onto the market.’10 Finding the items for sale is the prerequisite of great dealing. When Paul Mellon once asked his father, Andrew, why he dealt with such an obvious charlatan as Lord Duveen, the older man answered bleakly, ‘He has the goods.’ Circulating to meet clients, and picking up whispers, and information, made ‘charm, power of personality, and cunning part of the armoury of the supreme art dealers’.11 For Richard Herner, ‘Dealers were like butlers to the rich’, and holding on to a good client might make the difference between profit and insolvency. It is extraordinary how many dealers were dependent on one major collector for a time. The client’s collecting span might be seven years or, in rare cases like Paul Mellon, continue for forty years. As Jim Lally, a New York dealer in Chinese art, exclaimed, ‘If you have one client, you are doing well, two and you are a hero.’12

Galleries were prey to timewasters, nutcases and fraudsters, some simply wanting to say they had a better one at home, others pretending to be millionaires or dukes, or to be furnishing rooms, and then disappearing. They would invariably be greeted by an impeccably turned-out receptionist.13 Until the 1970s, in shops like Mallett’s, ‘discussing prices was virtually unheard of. The required sum was on the ticket, as it is today, and that was it.’14 It was something of a novelty, therefore, when one day Mallett’s director, Lanto Synge, encountered an Arab client who made an offer on two pieces of furniture. He was about to leave the shop when he was invited back for a conversation. For Synge, ‘That was the beginning of a new way of dealing and a new term, “special price” was conceived.’15

Museum personnel were divided in their attitude to the trade. There were those who enjoyed coming to sales and keeping abreast of what was going on, and those who maintained a de haut en bas attitude. When Philip Pouncey, the British Museum’s old master drawings scholar, joined Sotheby’s, many of his former colleagues complained about his move to the ‘dark side’. The Courtauld Institute, the powerhouse of British art history, shared this view. Despite providing Brian Sewell for Christie’s, Anthony Blunt, when director, exhorted his students to have nothing to do with the art trade. By contrast, the Cambridge History of Art faculty, set up by Michael Jaffé, was trade-friendly (some thought too much so) and from the 1960s onwards provided many of the senior figures at Sotheby’s and Christie’s. Up until that point, Peter Wilson had favoured taking on bright boys straight out of school, and as Rupert Maas points out, ‘you never lost any money by not having an art degree in the art trade’.16

In the 1970s, the entry point for men in an auction house was usually to start on the front counter or as a porter and then work their way up. For women, it was invariably the secretarial route. At Sotheby’s, which was ahead of Christie’s in this regard, several departments were run by women by the early 1980s. However, it would not be until the formation of a graduate trainee scheme at the end of the decade that greater gender parity was achieved.

The route to becoming a dealer was manifold. Some belonged to the great art-dealing families, while many more started as traders in Portobello, especially in areas such as tribal art, porcelain and antiquities. Other dealers gained their training from the auction houses. One of them, Adrian Eeles, describes the shift from one camp to the other, recalling:


I quickly found that the transfer from auctioneer to dealer was far less easy than I assumed. One surprise was to find how reluctant some collectors were to commit to a purchase, very often haggling and then walking away without any decision. I was used to bidding in the sale room (often for the very same people) being more decisive. Museum curators were usually more focused, but their follow-ups often petered out after too long a wait.17



In the Christie’s porcelain department, Anthony du Boulay was fond of saying that ‘Fashion is the most important thing in the art market’, and the period is marked by several revolutions in taste. London dealers were at the forefront of the baroque revival in paintings and sculpture, as well as the interest in Victoriana. Undoubtedly, the headline story is impressionism’s extraordinary rise in popularity from the 1950s onwards, reaching its zenith in the market during the 1980s, when post-impressionist works overtook them. Perhaps the most astonishing change to the market emerged during the 1990s with the rise of contemporary art. At a time when major post-impressionist sales had decamped to New York, and old masters were drying up, the Young British Artists (YBAs) helped to maintain London’s international relevance in the trade.

Various trade associations operated in the unregulated market. The most important were the British Antique Dealers Association (BADA) and the Society of London Art Dealers (SLAD). BADA dominated in the 1950s and 1960s, negotiating the best terms for trade and export licences with the government. Jeremy Cooper parodied BADA as ‘pen pals with the editor of The Times: “Save Our National Heritage” they cry when arguing for the sale of their most expensive items to a British museum; “Export Antiques and Earn Dollars” they cry if asking for a licence to export the same piece to an American museum.’18 Without question, BADA’s lowest moment was its members’ involvement with the Northwick Park ring scandal in 1964. Its greatest achievements were the organisation of the annual Grosvenor House Fair and the creation of its vetting committee. SLAD was set up to help and protect members, while instituting a buyers’ dispute mechanism for referrals.

Perhaps the trade bodies’ most useful government intervention was over the introduction of VAT, enabling them to maintain the margin scheme on profit, rather than full value, from 1986 onwards.a This was a huge gain, although the arrival of 5 per cent import VAT in the late 1990s was a blow to London as a trading centre. This tax was, however, deferred on arrival from outside the EU to the point of sale, and only applied if the object came into the EU. Europe’s introduction of Droit de Suite, or the Artists’ Resale Right (giving artists or their estates a small fee on the resale of art that continued for seventy years after their deaths), also appeared in the 1990s. It ultimately worked to the benefit of the American market, by making London a less attractive marketplace.

Throughout the period, the boom-and-bust cycle of the art market – usually five to seven years up followed by two years down – is set against the wider economic shifts. It is a truism that the art market continues its ascent after a financial market collapse, serving as a last ‘refuge’ for capital. After the 1929 crash, this was dubbed the ‘tarantula theory’ as a spasm of activity before sudden death. It would usually take a year for such economic shocks to filter through to the art market. After a momentous crash in 1974, Christie’s laid off twenty-six staff and directors took a voluntary 10 per cent salary cut. Sotheby’s made thirty-one redundancies. The immediate result was the imposition of the buyer’s premium. By the Mentmore and von Hirsch sales in 1977 and 1978, the market was back in rude health. True to the cycle, another dramatic crash came in 1990, when the Japanese left the market, which coincided with the first Gulf War.

In the end, it is by the goods and the expertise that a market is judged, and what a procession of masterpieces London supplied during the period between 1945 and 2000. Starting with the Goldschmidt sale, London sold some of the finest impressionist paintings, including Cézanne’s Garçon au Gilet Rouge, Monet’s La Terrasse à Sainte-Adresse, great old masters, including the Velázquez Portrait of Juan de Pareja, Titian’s Death of Actaeon, Mantegna’s Adoration of the Magi and Rembrandt’s Titus, the contents of Mentmore, the treasures of Robert von Hirsch, the drawings from Chatsworth, Van Gogh’s Sunflowers, Adriaen de Vries’s Dancing Faun, Picasso’s Weeping Woman, and Damien Hirst’s shark. You have only to look at the formation of the Getty Museum to comprehend the impossibility of its existence without the supply of the London art market. As Sherman Lee said at the fiftieth-anniversary celebration of the Cleveland Museum, ‘When a curator comes back from a trip and says, “Look what I have found!”, I say to him, “Remember, a dealer found it before you.”’19


a LAPADA – the London Association of Art & Antiques Dealers – was founded in 1974 to oppose the VAT special scheme.




CHAPTER 1

The Goldschmidt Sale

‘The detonator of the huge price explosion was the sale of Impressionists from the Goldschmidt collection … from that moment, the art market changed and ethically not for the better.’1

LILLIAN BROWSE

Up until World War II, Christie’s was by any measure the greatest art auction house. With a long and distinguished history stretching back to James Christie, who founded the firm in 1766, Christie’s had an untouchable record of selling great masterpieces from Botticelli to Rembrandt. Whilst historically they had occasional rivals, notably Phillips in the later eighteenth century, Christie’s saw it as their destiny to serve the British aristocracy in a cosy monopoly, with Sotheby’s dealing with the contents of the library. Sotheby’s began to challenge this arrangement between the wars when they expanded their operations into works of art and paintings. So successful was the challenge that, in the decade after 1945, Sotheby’s and Christie’s were already evenly matched in turnover, although Christie’s had a slight advantage in six out of the ten years. It was not until 1956 that Sotheby’s pulled ahead dramatically (Christie’s £1.68 million vs Sotheby’s £2.27 million) and the gap would widen further to give Sotheby’s the dominant market position until the 1980s.

After being destroyed during the Blitz, Christie’s premises were beautifully rebuilt with the new octagonal saleroom more adaptable to modern conditions. Given the later fierceness of the duopoly, it is a surprise to discover that in 1947 their partners approached Sotheby’s with a view to amalgamation, the third merger proposal in fifteen years. Negotiations did not proceed; Sotheby’s partners were already sensing an ambitious future, while Christie’s chairman, Sir Alec Martin, saw no cause for alarm.

Given Christie’s grand reputation, Alec Martin’s background was remarkably humble. The eighteenth out of twenty children of an East End shopkeeper, he came to Christie’s in 1897 at the age of twelve, as a good-looking office boy whose principal responsibility was to fetch pints of beer for the head porter.2 Most of the porters had been ‘gentlemen’s gentlemen’, but Alec had ambition and took himself to Paris, where he washed dishes to pay his way. He would arrive at Christie’s early to view the sales and caught the eye of two art world grandees, Claude Phillips, the first keeper of the Wallace Collection, and the dealer and impressionist collector Hugh Lane. Surprisingly, given the friendship with Lane, Alec Martin never saw the point of the impressionists and at first would transfer them to his friend, the dealer Oliver Brown, at the Leicester Galleries.a This indifference would cost Christie’s dear. Anthony Lousada, the firm’s solicitor, remembers walking round the rooms viewing Picasso and Braque with Alec Martin, who referred to them as ‘This ’ere filth’.3

Martin also gravely underestimated his rivals in Bond Street. The Christie’s silver expert Arthur Grimwade believed that ‘Alec treated Sotheby’s as a fly to be brushed aside … and we were all inculcated with the same attitude.’4 To Brian Sewell, then a young specialist in the Christie’s Old Master Department, who tended to hyperbole, Alec Martin was ‘a vile, arrogant and ignorant old martinet who had obscured his working-class origins and converted his Cockney speech into a post-Edwardian affectation’.5 Sewell was no doubt offended by Martin’s dictum: ‘remember, we are not experts, we are auctioneers’.6 However, Martin achieved what no other auctioneer has ever attained, a knighthood, and the address at his memorial service was given by Edward Heath, the then Prime Minister.

*

In the post-war years, Sotheby’s had about 120 employees and its focus was still on book sales. Their chairman, Charles des Graz, was learned and knowledgeable, with a strong interest in heraldry. The partners realised that to expand they needed to pursue old master paintings, the big game of the art world, more vigorously.b One of the partners ran into Sir Kenneth Clark in the street and asked his advice. Clark recommended Hans Gronau, a scholarly German art historian who had just been de-mobbed from the Pioneer Corps (whence came so many in this story). Gronau had married a fellow art historian, Carmen, to whom he had been introduced by Nikolaus Pevsner. He had a weak heart and would turn up at Sotheby’s accompanied by his wife, who gradually took over his responsibilities. Immediately recognising her quality, Peter Wilson promoted her cause. He and Carmen Gronau certainly looked an odd pair: she short and direct with an accent, he tall, cherubic and soothing. They were to remain the closest of corporate allies until Wilson’s retirement in 1980.c

Wilson’s family were Yorkshire landowners. His father, ‘Scatters’ Wilson, was a notorious rake and gambler, his mother, Barbara Lister, the cultivated Francophile daughter of Lord Ribblesdale, famous from his commanding portrait by John Singer Sargent. Peter was an amalgam of his parents: he inherited his father’s ‘chancer’ side and his mother’s refinement and cosmopolitan interests. He had a conventional upper-class education, Eton and Oxford, but was a late developer and didn’t shine at either. His first taste of the art world was with the dealer Spink, which he found ‘cold, snobby and beastly in atmosphere’.7 A period at Reuters followed and a spell selling advertising space for Connoisseur magazine. Wilson was hired by Sotheby’s in 1936 as a trainee in the furniture department and two years later became a partner in the firm, buying 5,000 shares with his wife Helen’s money. She was a German woman of bourgeois origins who gave him two sons. The marriage didn’t last – Peter was gay – but they remained on good terms and he was a devoted father.

Wilson had spent much of the war in America working in postal censorship. Once he became well known, the notion that he had been a spy made an irresistible story. The mischievous suggestion was put about that he might be the ‘fifth man’. When Wilson was questioned























a Oliver Brown is one of the great pre-war dealers who heroically promoted modern art in London from his modest gallery.
b Between the wars, Sotheby’s had hired Tancred Borenius, the distinguished Finnish art historian, as a consultant in old master paintings.
c Sotheby’s had already had a female partner in the 1930s; this was Evelyn Barlow, who took auctions and had wide responsibilities.
d Goldschmidt even entertained a bid from Stavros Niarchos (believed to be £600,000) for the whole collection.
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