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Auction News

Online only sales look set to become a
significant part of the mainstream,
now and into the future.
Robert Bradlow looks at the trends in online sales and how auction
houses are adapting to the new environment.

Lot 2. A rare purple-splashed Jun bowl, Northern
Song dynasty, 14cm diameter, sold for $187,500
(Estimate $15,000-20,000). Christie’s New York,
Chinese Ceramics and Works of Art, 24 July.
Photograph © Christie’s

Sotheby’s and Christie’s have held a number of online sales in the
last few months, but the last two, which have been held in New York
on 24 June and 24 July respectively, reveal a new approach.
Sotheby’s sale on the 24th of June: The Hundred Antiques: Fine and
Decorative Asian Art consisted of pieces that would have previously
been sold in the Saturday at Sotheby’s sales that usually rounded off
their Asia week of auctions. These sales were always an interesting
hunting ground for dealers and collectors, hoping to find pieces
that may have been slightly overlooked in their cataloguing and
estimates.
Christie’s sale held a month later was a smaller offering of 118 lots,
but it realised $2.53m against a $1.11 presale low estimate.
Sotheby’s offering had comprised of 297 lots and realised $3.04m
against a presale low of $1m. These are by no means small
amounts and what is interesting about these sales is the quality of
the consignments.

Lot 21. An archaic bronze ritual wine vessel, zun,
Western Zhou dynasty, 29cm high, sold for
£75,000 (US$96,000) (Estimate £60,000-80,000).
Sotheby’s London, Chinese Art, 24 June.
Photograph © Sotheby’s

The closure of Christie’s South Kensington in July 2017, gave real
impetus to online sales and coincided that month with them
holding one of the first Chinese sales online by the two major
auction houses: The Online Summer Sale, which was held in New
York. Sotheby’s followed around a year later, but the material that
was offered in each of these sales was relatively low value and not
that interesting.
The onset of Covid-19 and the difficulties in holding live sales
created the opportunity for potential growth in those online. As a
number of spring live sales were postponed to later in the year, the
main auction houses were looking at ways to continue to earn
revenue. 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 £1.1m.
Lot 870. A large stucco and polychrome-painted
wood sculpture of Guanyin, 137.2cm high, sold for
$1.34m (Estimate $20,000-30,000). Sotheby’s New
York , The Hundred Antiques: Fine and Decorative
Asian Art, 24 June. Photograph © Sotheby’s

Offering material that would have previously been sold live has
brought these sales into the mainstream and as the values are
greater, this has necessitated the need for physical examination,
to which the auction rooms have responded by offering private
virtual or live viewings by appointment.
Historically, the three main cost components of running an
auction house are buildings, staff and catalogues. It is clear that
online sales have the potential to create great savings in all three
of these areas. Most of the online sales do not have a printed
catalogue, do not need an auctioneer to sell them 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 these objects is not essential,
even though the larger auction houses will probably continue to
display the more significant pieces.
The potential changes resulting from a restructuring of the
auction business model will most likely be seen long after the
threat of Covid-19 has dissipated and it is clear that a slimmed
down structure will be the order of the day.
The older generation of traditionalists (of which I am one) have
tended to be suspicious of online sales and point to the lack of
any real magic to the automated nature of the sale. This is true to
some extent, but hopefully by keeping some of the viewing live,
this will allow for the sense of discovery by potential buyers that
has historically been so much part of the auction experience.

Lot 75. A rare small huanghuali compound cabinet
and hat chest, 19th century, 124.6cm high, sold for
$471,000 (Estimate $30,000-50,000). Christie’s
New York, Chinese Ceramics and Works of Art,
24 July. Photograph © Christie’s

The one real potential positive from the move of online sales into
the mainstream, is that it will give the auction houses the
opportunity to really focus more carefully on the best material and
I believe that they will continue to use the traditional format of the
catalogue, the beautifully presented exhibition and the theatre of
the auction itself to sell it.
An interesting development after the summer break will be
Christie’s New York’s sale: Sacred and Imperial: The James and
Marilynn Alsdorf Collection which will be held on 24 and 25
September. Christie’s will be holding this in a similar format to
their Impressionist and modern sales, which which are composed
of an evening and day sale format.
Let’s hope that when it is safe for all of us to emerge once again
into the public arena, that the format of live sales in Chinese art
will be even more interesting than they have been historically.

Lot 44. An imperial carved cinnabar lacquer box
and cover, Qianlong mark and period, 18cm
diameter, sold for £43,750 (US$56,000) (Estimate
£15,000-20,000). Sotheby’s London, Chinese Art,
24 June.
Photograph © Sotheby’s

Sale Diary
22 September - Sotheby’s New York. Kangxi Porcelain - A Private Collection.
22 September - Sotheby’s New York. Junkunc: Chinese Jade Carvings.
23 September - Sotheby’s New York. Important Chinese Art.
23 September - Christie’s New York. Sacred and Imperial: The James and Marilynn Alsdorf
Collection Evening Sale
24 September - Christie’s New York. Sacred and Imperial: The James and Marilynn Alsdorf
Collection Day Sale
25 September - Christie’s New York. Important Chinese Ceramics and Works of Art
30 September - Nagel - Stuttgart. Fine Asian Art.

A nice inheritance sells at Roseberrys
Auctioneers in London for £324,500.
On 28 July, Roseberrys in London offered a rare pair
of famille rose Qianlong mark and period imperially
inscribed wall vases. Each vase was painted with a
vertical panel bearing a poetic inscription, on a ruby
ground decorated with stylized lotus, with two dragon
handles at the neck.
They had come from a private collection in London
which had been inherited around 1950. Estimated at
£20,000-30,000, the bidding opened at £100,000
and went up in consecutive bids of £10,000 between
room bidders and the telephone and after 6 minutes
finally sold to a bidder in the room for £324,500
(US$419,539).

Lot 87. A rare pair of ruby ground imperially
inscribed wall vases , Qianlong mark and period,
20.5cm high, sold for £324,500 (US$419,539),
(Estimate - £20,000-30,000). Photograph ©
Roseberrys

