
THE ART OF COLLECTING ART 
 
Possessing the beautiful has long been given as a major reason for collecting art. But 
at a time when so much ‘art’ is decidedly ugly (think Damien Hirst) one must begin to 
look for other reasons. Such as : participating in the cultural colloquy  of one’s own 
time, covetousness, pure aesthetic enjoyment, preserving our cultural past and present 
for the future, or simply, for investment.  
 
It has been said that the measure  of any age is its art. How else have we come to 
know about the ancient Egyptians, Greeks, and Romans? Art is at the very least a 
mirror of its time. To create and collect, no matter how small,  is to become a small   
part of this great story sometimes called,  ‘Civilisation’.  
 
As an artist I would like to think that  the first and best reason for buying art is 
because you like it. Because it moves you. It may provoke past memories, 
experiences, a sense of  melancholia or joy, a heightening of the commonplace, or 
invite you to speculate upon the ineffable. This will vary from viewer to viewer 
depending upon what  cognitive  stock the viewer brings to the viewed. This first 
criteria for  the first few acquisitions is  called personal taste. But living with art  leads 
to learning about art,  which  inevitably leads to an elevation of personal taste  and the 
development of  what is often referred to as ‘a good eye’, the main tool of the true 
connoisseur. To educate  your ‘eye’ go to galleries, look hard,  concentrate on the few 
best works asking  yourself how they were made, trying to trace the line of influence 
back to its originator. The people who know the most about art are, of course, the 
people who make it, the artists. Therefore visit as many studios as you can and engage 
artists on the subject. Good art dealers can expedite this, the best such as Joseph 
Brown were trained as artists themselves (Brown studied sculpture at RMIT). Good 
dealers  don’t just flog you a picture but help you form  collections that become 
important, and in the beginning they can save the novice collector  time and money as 
your taste develops.  And for the mature collector they can help transform an 
accumulation of art into a major collection by back trading, finding, perhaps 
commissioning those special  pieces that create linkages between works, thereby 
making the overall story far greater than the sum of its parts.  
  
Once you have decided, yes I like the painting,  there are a number of questions you 
should ask :  is it the best example, the most representative of the artist;  is the artist 
represented in  public galleries and important institutional collections; what literature 
exists on the artist, books, essays, catalogues; does the artist have an auction record, 
(for as your taste changes  you may wish to  de-accession your painting through the 
auction houses);  how does the work in question compare to others within its genre, 
for example if it is a still life by say, Margaret Olley, how does  it compare with a 
similar work by David Strachan, or for that matter the Olley and the Strachan  to a 
Andre Derain? Such  a comparison would then raise the thorny question  of 
originality, and what price one should pay for it. And then  there  is the question  of 
craftsmanship. Is it well crafted? For the very least a collector has a right to expect is 
excellence of craftsmanship. 
 
The main attraction  of buying in the ‘primary’ market is that the work is fresh. You  
are collecting totally new works, by living artists, direct from the artist’s studio. The 
‘secondary’ market, by contrast, is a second hand market  of works  that have been 



seen, sold, collected and resold  sometimes several times by auction  or private treaty. 
Whereas  primary market acquisitions are relatively straight forward, buying on the 
secondary market can  sometimes be a mine field, requiring condition and authenticity 
reports,  the checking of a sometimes lengthy provenance. With the former you know 
the price before you buy and you have the time to reflect on not one but a large 
number of works at your leisure, even to meet the artist and discuss the work. With 
the latter particularly if it is at auction there may be only one or two pieces on offer, 
the artist may be long gone, you are under pressure to make your mind up quickly, 
and you don’t  know the price until the hammer drops. Collecting the ‘living’ art of 
your time is also the most exciting. Yes, it is speculative (as are the auction houses), 
but is potentially the most rewarding in every way. Buying a Sidney Nolan or a  
Russell Drysdale now is like picking the winner of the 1950 Melbourne Cup, today. It 
doesn’t  require any connoisseurship, just money for a very large buy-in for a small 
return in percentage terms. Whereas choosing the cup winners of tomorrow requires 
knowledge, taste, courage, judgement and yields a far  greater return for far less 
money. Plus you are helping form the art of your own time by  creating a market for it 
– no art market  exists without collectors. 
 
Personal collections often demonstrate great individuality and sometimes  move off 
into posterity as the basis of  great public collections such as the Wallace Collection 
in London; the Barnes Collection in the USA and the Hinton Collection in Armadale, 
NSW. Others  get sold for vast profits, such as the Harold E.Mertz Collection of 
Australian Art, a collection of 153 paintings put together by Kym Bonython for Mertz 
in 1965-1966 for $300,000,  and  sold by Christies in Melbourne on 28th June, 2000  
for $16 million.  Its worth noting that the artists in this collection in the mid-1960s, at 
the time of purchase,  were young emerging or mid-career, with the possible 
exception   of  Fairweather, Dobell, Nolan and Drysdale .  
 
It is of course important to stay within your budget, and formulate an acquisition plan 
over a number of years. Most galleries can arrange terms or lay-by.  Good paintings 
by young artists start at around $5k and go up. Drawings and limited edition prints 
and photographs are  undervalued at present and are  generally much cheaper. Price is 
rarely a good indicator of aesthetic quality  with young emerging or mid-career artists. 
There are many young artists whose works are aesthetically fantastic, but because 
they have no form in the art market place have to start at the bottom. These are of 
course the ones to collect because they will appreciate  quickly. Whereas some 
middle-generation artists are over-hyped and over-valued and to be avoided. Others  
have been on a price  plateau during the recession and are currently immensely 
collectable at time of writing. Generally you can expect to pay  $12-15k for a major 
piece  by a mid-career artist that ticks all the boxes. As the economy begins to 
recover, so will the art market, and prices will rise.  
 
A good strategy is to buy one or two major works per year. Another, for the larger 
budget, is to build a three tier art portfolio comprised of mainly speculative works by 
young emerging and mid-career  artists,  with one or two ‘blue chip’ artists at the top 
end. Another is to  collect around a theme across a number of mediums. Once  home 
they have to be looked after : don’t hang them above a fire place, the heat and smoke 
will cause the paint to discolour and crack ; don’t hang them in direct sunlight it may 
cause bleaching of the colour and yellowing of the paper. Equally, hanging or storage 
in dark and damp  conditions may cause ‘foxing’ (brownish spots caused by fungal 



growth or mould).  Document each work  with a photograph, date of purchase, date of 
execution, artist, size, medium and purchase price. Insure them, most up to 
about$20,000 can be listed on  home and contents packages. Works valued above that 
should be individually valued  by a registered valuer, and insured with a company 
used to insuring fine art – shop around. 
 
Collecting art is, in my opinion, is a little like a love affair – the longer the courtship 
the less chance there is of a premature  divorce. 
 
Jeff  Makin 
April, 2013 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


	THE ART OF COLLECTING ART
	Jeff  Makin

