Artattack

For a minute it looked like art would stay out of the emergency room while the rest of
the economy crashed around it. Then two weeks ago, buyers got spooked: a Bacon was
left unsold and a Hirst went below estimate, while a Currin and a Munch hit the
jackpot. Godfrey Barker on who's going up and who's going down in the art crunch

wo weeks ago in New York,
those great auction houses
Christie’s and Sotheby’s pre-
pared a banquet of pictures
at very high prices to sell to the
world’s richest buyers. There
were expectations of up to $400 million. A thousand
bidders were there, more were on the telephone
and many were billionaires. But they refused to
buy. At Sotheby’s (where former Lehman Brothers
CEO Richard Fuld’s wife Kathy was selling pieces
from their collection), there were rare works by
Malevich, Munch, Degas and many more, and only

nine of 70 made their estimates. For Contemporary
Art, it was seven out of 63. It was as bad at
Christie’s. There was no sale like it since 1990.
These buyers could pay - but they didn’t.

The world economy has suffered in the last ten
weeks the gravest damage since 1929 and surely
the rich and super-rich have lost more than most?

But there is the mystery. Stocks and shares have
been in peril for much longer but Picassos, Bacons,
‘Warhols, Rothkos and Lucian Freuds have climbed
steadily, miraculously, until now. Robin Woodhead
of Sotheby’s and Ed Dolman of Christie’s have said
that those buying art pay hard cash, real cash in

bank accounts from real profits in the real world.
They were not borrowing, they were liquid. And
now - pouf - everything has changed. The art
market is dead. And nobody knows why.

So is it all over for art? Has a ‘bubble’ burst? Is the
art market lying dead on the floor? The truth is less
simple than it seems.

If you examine the body, it’s not actually dead; it’s
wounded, but parts of the art market such as
English furniture and watches have been healthy in
November and Old Masters expect to be firm in
December. In Bond Street, dealers such as Richard
Green and Konrad Bernheimer say it is business as
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