SALEROOM NEWS

A Tumultuous Year and the Global Landscape of Online Sales

1 Sotheby’s “Marquee” sale with Oliver Barker.
Photograph © Sotheby’s

IT WOULD be an understatement to say
that 2020 has been one of the most chal-
lenging years in recent history. The New York
Times' reported in September that the econ-
omies of the Group of Twenty nations (that
make up 80% of the world’s economic pro-
duction) declined by a record 6.9% from
April to June and in some countries, like the
UK, this fall was as much as 20.4%. At the
time of writing, the UK government fur-
lough scheme is coming to an end in Octo-
ber, so there is no doubt that there will be
further tough economic fallout and the situ-
ation will likely get worse before it starts to
improve. This wholescale bad news is, how-
ever, not that surprising considering the
global economies virtually came to a com-
plete standstill during the lockdown periods
earlier this year, an unprecedented event in
modern history.

As with any sea change moment, the or-
ganisations that show the greatest flexibility
and adaptability are the ones that survive
and go on to thrive, as conditions improve.
Throughout this worldwide crisis, the eco-
nomic lifeline has really been the World
Wide Web, as it has allowed organisations to
trade locally and globally without the dan-
gers of inter-human contact. Artworks have
continuously and seamlessly been bought
online from individual dealer and dealer
association websites, online only auctions
and a new hybrid adaptation of the live on-
line sale. During lockdown, some enterpris-
ing and proactive auctioneers even saw a
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2 Christie’s “ONE: A Global Sale of the 20th Century”.
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potential opportunity to operate live online
auctions from home, where the auctioneer
conducted the sale from his own living room
with the backroom staff working online from
their own homes. These somewhat unusual
sales were successful and showed the lengths
to which businesses would go to keep trading.
In the UK, as the lockdown began to ease
in June, some auction houses began live
online sales with viewing permitted by ap-
pointment. This style of selling was then tri-
alled with the modern and contemporary art
sales of Sotheby’s and Christie’s in their
“Marquee” and “ONE” sales respectively.
This was quite a daring plan, with auction-
eers working in London, New York, Hong
Kong (and Paris for Christie’s) dealing with
bids sequentially in the first truly globally
live online auctions of their type. In Sothe-
by’s case, this was orchestrated by Oliver
Barker from London, who performed to a
bank of audio-visual screens (1). At Chris-
tie’s, the sale moved between auctioneers in
each centre (2). Sotheby’s first sale on June
30th realised US$363.2 million and their
later sale, “Rembrandt to Richter”, held on
July 28th, realised (£150 million (US$195
million). Christie’s “ONE” sale, termed “A
Global Sale of the 20th Century” and held
on July 19th, realised US$422 million.
There was no doubt a collective sigh of
relief in the boardrooms of the large multi-
national auction houses when these sales
proved successful. Other innovative ideas at
that time also included Sotheby’s “In Confi-

dence” (3), a silent auction format that pre-
viewed a small select group of Chinese
paintings and works of art from May 15th—
23rd. This sale invited clients to submit a
written bid for a piece and then one further
bid if their original bid was superseded.

With a number of the auction rooms in
the UK and the US pushing their spring
sales to the autumn season, some turned to
offering part of their consigned inventory in
online only sales, which led to a noticeable
change in the quality of the material being
offered by this medium. Sotheby’s sale on
June 24th, “The Hundred Antiques: Fine
and Decorative Asian Art”, comprised 297
lots and realised US§3.04 million against a
low estimate of US$1 million (4). Christie’s
sale, “Chinese Ceramics and Works of Art”,
held on July 24th, realised US$2.53 million
against a presale low estimate of US§L.1
million (5, 6). These were by no means
small amounts and, in the case of Sotheby’s,
this material would previously have been
sold in the live “Saturday at Sotheby’s” sale,
that usually rounds off their “Asia Week” of
auctions. It remains unclear whether this
material will go live again, but if this low-
cost medium is working, it may not.

Online only sales at the two largest auc-
tion houses really began in July 2017 with
the closure of Christie’s South Kensington.
Clever people with crystal balls realised that
the most cost-effective way of selling the
middle market was online, and Christie’s
first sale was held in New York that same
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4 Lot 870, stucco and polychrome-painted
wood sculpture of Guanyin, height 137.2 cm.
US$1.34 million (estimate US$20,000-30,000).
Sotheby’s New York, “The Hundred Antiques:
Fine and Decorative Asian Art”, June 24th,
2020. Photograph © Sotheby’s

month with their offering, “The Online
Summer Sale”. Sotheby’s followed suit
around a year later, but the material that
was offered in each of these sales was rela-
tively low value and not that interesting. The
impact of Covid-19 has created the opportu-
nity for exponential growth in online only
sales. In addition to the two above-mentioned
sales, Sotheby’s London held two June sales
(“Chinese Art” and “Select Jades from an
English Private Collection™), which netted
£1.1 million.

By offering material that would have pre-
viously been sold live, online sales have been
brought into the mainstream to a greater ex-
tent; and as the quality and the value of this
material has risen, this has necessitated the
need for its physical examination, to which
the auction rooms have responded by offer-

5 Lot 75, huanghuali compound cabinet
and hat chest, 19th century, height
124.6 cm. US$471,000 (estimate
US$30,000-50,000). Christie’s New
York, “Chinese Ceramics and Works
of Art”, July 24th, 2020. Photograph
© Christie’s

ing virtual or live viewings by appointment.

Historically, the three main cost compo-
nents of running an auction house are real
estate, staff and catalogues. It is clear that
online sales have the potential to create
great savings in all three. Most of the online
sales do not have a printed catalogue, do not
need an auctioneer or technicians to set up
the sale viewings and display objects on the
day of the sale. Additionally, with viewings
by appointment or held virtually, a large
dedicated space to display objects is no lon-
ger essential, even though the larger auction
houses will probably continue to display
more significant artworks.

The economic effects caused by the
Covid-19 pandemic have already resulted in
changes at the major auction houses and a
number of redundancies in different areas of

6 Lot 6, purple-splashed Jun bowl,
Northern Song dynasty, diameter 14 cm.
US$187,500 (estimate US$15,000-20,000).
Christie’s New York, “Chinese Ceramics
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the businesses have been made in the second
and third quarters of the year. To cite just
one example in Europe, the Chinese depart-
ment at Christie’s London has been paired
down to run single-owner and theme sales
only, while Christie’s Paris will run its various-
owner sales going forward. It is clear that a
slimmed down structure at the auction hous-
es will be the order of the day for the fore-
seeable future.

The older generation of traditionalists (of
which I am one) have tended to be suspi-
cious of online sales and point to the lack of
any real magic due to the automated nature
of the sale. This remains true to some ex-
tent, but hopefully by keeping some of the
viewing live, this will allow for the sense of
discovery by potential buyers, that has his-
torically been so much part of the auction
experience. The other real drawback to on-
line sales is the lack of human interaction:
not only between auction house staft’ and
their clients, but also between the commu-
nity of collectors, dealers, museum curators
and other industry professionals. The forging
of friendships and connections has always
been the human element of the business and
one hopes that this will continue with the
live sales when they fully resume in the
future.

One segment of the middle market that
may resist online sales is the regional auction
rooms, especially in the UK. These busi-
nesses have traditionally distinguished them-
selves by offering clients a level of personal
service and enthusiasm that cannot be of
fered with online sales, so one hopes that
this continues to be the case. The one real
potential positive of the move of the middle
market to sell online, could be the ability of
the major auction houses to focus even more
carefully on their best material. As the
dearth of supply becomes greater, auction
houses will no doubt continue to compete on
the basis of the traditional formats of the
printed catalogue, the beautifully presented
exhibition and the theatre of the live auction
itself.

I look forward to interesting sales again
once the situation becomes normal, hope-
fully at some point next year.

! New York Times Morning Briefing, Tuesday September
15th, 2020.



