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Buying Art
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Investing in art is both exciting and fun – and art fairs are 
the perfect place to start. Susanna Clarke finds out more 

In the picture
BUYING ART

F rom the earliest times, 
humans have been drawn 
to art – both to create it, 

and to admire it. “Art washes 
away from the soul the dust 
of everyday life,” said Pablo 
Picasso. At its best, art can 
induce complex emotions, fire 
our curiosity and give us a new 
angle on the world. 

When we fall for an artwork, 
often our impulse is to own it and 
enjoy its pull on us whenever we 
choose. But what about art as 
investment? We’ve all seen the 
headlines from record-breaking 
art sales – or witnessed the 
upward trajectory of artists over 
our lifetime. What’s the secret to 
making money from art? 

The first point to remember is 
to buy with an eye on the future 
sales value. This means it’s not 

just about what you love, but 
also what other buyers will love. 
Great artists have been in many 
exhibitions and books, have work 
owned by museums, have been 
reviewed favourably by many 
different people and have  
a recognisable personal style.  
Great artworks have an 
interesting history too.

The sale by Christies London 
(christies.com) in July of Lot And 
His Daughters (c1613–14) by  
Old Master artist Peter Paul 
Rubens is a case in point. 
Reaching a staggering £44.9m 
($58.2m), it was the second-
highest amount ever achieved 
for an Old Master painting, the 
result of a 14-minute bidding  
war involving four hopefuls.

Despite the huge figure 
reached, this artwork could  

still be a canny investment. The 
cautionary story of Lot and his 
family, taken from the Bible, is  
one Rubens returned to many times 
in his career, and this particular 
work boasts a distinguished 
provenance. It once formed part  
of the collections of wealthy 
Antwerp merchants: a Governor-
General of the Spanish Netherlands; 
Joseph I Holy Roman Emperor; and 
the Dukes of Marlborough, where 
it hung in Blenheim Palace. It was 
sold in its original Blenheim frame. 

Considering that the current 
record Old Master sale was also 
a work by Rubens – his Massacre 
Of The Innocents reached £49.5m 
($64.2m) in 2002 – it’s conceivable 
that Lot And His Daughters could 
make its new owner a profit of 
several million in a future sale. 
Paul Raison, Deputy Chairman, 
Old Master Pictures at Christie’s, 
described it as a “stunning work of 
psychological complexity”, created 
at a time when “Rubens’ reputation 
as the most renowned artist in 
Antwerp had already placed him 
firmly at the centre of the European 
artistic stage.” 

It’s clear how Lot And His 
Daughters ticked all the boxes in 
terms of art investment. However, 
you don’t have to look for Old 
Masters to make money – but 
do make sure you’ve thoroughly 
researched your chosen artist 
before opening your wallet. 
Insist on hard facts, rather than 
hearsay, because concrete 
evidence will be vital to maximise 
resale value. It’s all very well 
being told that the painting you’re 
interested in used to hang in 
Marilyn Monroe’s living room, but 
without a photo of it at her house, 
or a receipt made out to the 
star, there’s no proof that this is 
nothing more than fantasy. When 
you buy, ensure you receive  
a detailed receipt authenticating 
the work, plus any associated 
documentation about provenance 
and history.

The internet is an obvious 
source of initial information, 
but don’t underestimate the 
knowledge of gallery owners and 
dealers. These are people who 
live and breathe art – and usually 
very happy to provide genuine 

buyers with the reasons behind 
the pricing of a particular piece. 

If you don’t have a particular 
piece of work in mind, then art 
fairs are a great choice as they 
offer not only a host of galleries 
in one place, but also offer a 
relaxed and friendly environment 
in which to wander and learn. 
For example, coming soon is 
Turin’s Artissima (4-6 November, 
2016, www.artissima.it), set 
among the grand boulevards and 
leafy parks of this fascinating 
city. It focuses on upcoming 
talent and the avant-garde. 
International curators contribute 
to the selection of the artists on 
show, making this a high quality 
event that attracts sophisticated 
collectors from around the world. 

This year, look for the special 
mini-exhibitions, Back To The 
Future and Present Future. 
Back To The Future presents 
a selection of underestimated 
avant-garde artists from 1970 
to 1989, while Present Future 
focuses on the stars of the future. 
Featured artists from previous 
years have had impressive career 

trajectories, so this is definitely  
a section worth exploring.

Alternatively, Art Miami  
(29 November – 4 December, 
2016, www.artmiamifair.com) 
is perfect for anyone interested 
in the best in modern and 
contemporary art. It’s been 
running now for 27 years and 
thanks to the amazing quality 
on offer it has become one of 
the most important annual arts 

events in the USA. It coincides 
with Miami’s famous Arts Week, 
when thousands of artists, 
dealers and collectors descend 
on the city. Two associated 
fairs – CONTEXT and Aqua Art 
Miami – offer a carefully vetted 
selection of galleries presenting 
a great choice of emerging and 
mid-career artists. 

If you can’t make the dates, 
there’s another opportunity in 

January, when the new Palm 
Beach Modern + Contemporary 
Fair (12-15 January, 2017, 
www.artmiamifair.com) will be 
launched. It will offer investment 
quality contemporary and 
post-war works of art from 60 
top international galleries in a 
fabulous beachside setting,  ➤

Pictured: Art fairs offer visitors 
a relaxed and welcoming  
environment in which they can 
wander and learn more about 
art, with those interested in 
investing able to peruse a host 
of galleries all in one place
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close to world-renowned 
Clematis Street, local museums 
and shopping districts. 

While the buzz of art fair0 is 
both thrilling and inspirational, 
it’s worth bearing in mind that 
art is not a commodity in the 
same way as gold or oil – there 
are no guaranteed buyers. That 
said, there’s no doubt that this 
riskiness is also part of the 

appeal. Anyone can learn how to 
evaluate art and decide if it has 
been priced fairly, so it’s well 
worth spending time discovering 
how the art market works. 

Art consultant Alan 
Bamberger, author of The Art 
of Buying Art and founder of 
ArtBusiness.com, comments: 
“Buying art intelligently not only 
becomes second nature once you 
get good at it, it also becomes  
an adventure. Once you get the 
hang of how things work, your 
quest for knowledge turns into 
exciting detective work, and so 
much of what you discover is 
always rewarding.” ■

Pictured: Fans of upcoming 
talent and the avant-garde 
should check out Artissima, in 
Turin, from 4-6 November, with 
its mini-exhibitions, Back to the 
Future and Present Future


