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Colin Gleadell

Did I say froom? | underestimated. The contem-
porary art sales in London in February exceeded
even the boldest expectations and clocked up
£157m of sales all told.

Phillips de Pury and Co started the action on
February 6 in an art deco ballroom in Bloomsbury
with a 92 lot sale which included 40 contemporary
Chinese works from the collection of Kika Borgh-
ese, the widow of the Italian Prince Francesco
Borghese who died in 2003. Estimated to bring
£37/5.2m, the sale brought £5.3m with nine lots
unsold. Top prices came for the Chinese works
with paintings from the ‘Bloodline’ series by Zhang
Xiaogang doubling and trebling estimates, and
record prices tumbling for six other Chinese artists,
the highest of which was £164,800 (£50/70,000)
given for Tang Zhigang’s Children in a Meeting.

Six records were also achieved for younger gen-
eration western artists. Among these were Mark
Handforth's Partial Stop, 2004, sold for £66,000
(£9/12,000); Keith Tyson’s painting, Geno-Pheno:
The Nowness of 63, 2004, sold for £96,000
(£50/70,000): Elmgreen & Dragset’s installation Go
Go Go, 200, sold for £45,600 (£30/40,000) and
Jose-Maria Cano's Roman Abramovich, 2003, sold
for £48,000 (£20/30,000). Cano’s portrait, which
was bought by the Regina Gallery in Moscow, was
the latest in a series of works which the artist has
submitted directly to auction as part of performance,
in which Cano is playing the market with works that
somehow reflect its machinations — in this case, the
impact of Russian oligarchs. So far Cano’s perfor-
mance has shown a steady price increase since the
first painting, a blown-up copy of the auction cata-
logue page describing his work, sold for £7,200 in
October 2005.

The following afternoon, graffiti artist Banksy
had three works in a sale at Sotheby’s in Olympia
and one, a spray-paint stencil painting on canvas,
Bombing Middle England, sold for f102,000
(£30/50,000). Banksy’s work has only begun to
appear at auction in the last 18 months and has
skyrocketed in price. Antony Micallef, whose
work explores some similar territory to Banksy’s,
had his first work at public auction in the same
sale and it sold for £24,000 (£5/7,000). I say
‘public’ because there is a roaring trade on eBay
for both artists which bears looking into.

But it was back to the serious stuff that evening
for Sotheby’s main contemporary sale, that
realised the highest total for any sale of contempo-
rary art in Europe to date when it fetched £45.8m
($9om). Here the star lot was Peter Doig’s White
Canoe, 1990-91, which Sotheby’s had recently
acquired from Charles Saatchi in a reported $1im
deal involving six paintings by Doig. If Saatchi
thought he had done well he must have changed
his mind after the painting was sold. Estimated at
£800,000/1.2m, it was pursued by several bidders
up to the £2m mark when it became a competi-
tion between an anonymous phone bidder and a
young man speaking Georgian on his cellphone,
who eventually bought it for a record f£5.7m
($11.3m). The price places Doig above Lucian
Freud, Gerhard Richter and Damien Hirst as the
most expensive living European artist at auction,
though it remains to be seen whether that is a sus-
tainable level or just a freak occurrence. The
underbidder on The White Cance picked up a
second Doig, French Landscape, 1993, for a more
reasonable £490,500 (£250/350,000).

Biggest buyer of the night, however, was the
Seomi Gallery from Seoul, which paid a record
£2.7m for a 1991 Gerhard Richter abstract
painting and a double estimate £600,000 for a
sculpture by Anish Kapoor. The gallery also outbid
Larry Gagosian on Andy Warhol's 24-inch Flowers,

1964, paying a double estimate fim; Lichten-
stein's Still Life with Oysters, 1973 (£2.7m) and a
late de Kooning ribbon painting, Untitled, 1984
(£916,000). The last time this gallery went on a
spending spree at auction it defaulted on pay-
ments and the works had to be re-offered.

Also among the top-selling lots was Frank
Auerbach’s Theatre in the Rain, 1977, which sold
over the phone for [1.9m against bidding from
London dealers Richard Green and Julian Barran.
Two years ago Auerbach’s record had yet to pass
the £400,000 mark. Another top-seller was
Andreas Gursky's diptych, 99Cent 11, 2001, which
sold to the Regina Gallery in Moscow for £1.7m -
a record for Gursky and a new record for any pho-
tographic work at auction.

Several works from the Saatchi collection were
on the block. Tim Noble & Sue Webster's Toxic
Schizophrenia, last seen at County Hall, sold for a
record /356,000 to Larry Gagosian, who is thought
to be negotiating to represent the British pair, and
Jorg Immendorf's All’s Well that Ends Well made a
record £156,000. In addition, Marlene Dumas’s
watercolour, The Passion, bought in June 2004 by
Saatchi for £77,700, sold for £228,000 but Thomas
Scheibitz's Kromp, 1997, was unsold (£70/100,000).

One of the more remarkable records was set
for American painter George Condo, who had just
had a sell-out opening at the Simon Lee Gallery.
After years as an also-ran from the 8os New York
scene, Condo's prices have accelerated in the last
18 months as collectors reassess his position in
relation to more successful figure painters like
John Currin. At Sotheby’s Condo’s The Insane
Cardinal, 2003, doubled estimates to sell for
£192,000 to London jeweller Lawrence Graff.

The bumper sale of the series was held the next
evening at Christie’s which far exceeded its f4om
pre-sale estimate to realise f7om ($138.4m). Only
two of the 84 lots offered were unsold and 85% of
the lots sold did so above their estimates. The total
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