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Online gamble by auction houses pays off

Plus: cyber crime warnings; Frieze trials augmented reality;
Jenny Holzer makes art for crises

‘La triple roue |, from Allegro vivace’ by Joan Miré (1981), at Ordovas
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Regional auction houses in the UK report a surge of interest in their revised online-
only sales since the spread of Covid-19 forced us to find more things to do via our
computers. At Lyon & Turnbull, headquartered in Edinburgh, a behind-closed-doors
sale of decorative arts and design on April 1 recorded nearly 1,400 bidders, double

those registered at its equivalent real-life sale last October.

“We took the gamble that there would be a lot of people at home with nothing to do

and fewer auctions to participate in, as so many were cancelled or postponed — and it
paid off,” says Gavin Strang, managing director of Lyon & Turnbull. He conducted the
auction from the rostrum in its Edinburgh saleroom via Zoom and Microsoft Teams —

with a socially distanced technician to hand.

The increased activity meant that the 654-lot auction took a full 12 hours to complete
and also helped several items soar above estimate. Top lot was a bronze cast of George
Frampton’s Kensington Gardens sculpture of Peter Pan (1911), which sold for £35,000
(with fees, est £15,000-£20,000). Also selling above estimate were an embroidery of a
tabby cat (1935) by May Morris, the daughter of the Pre-Raphaelite artist William
Morris, which sold for £10,625 with fees, and a pair of faience (glazed earthenware)
vases, c1880, by Théodore Deck for £6,875, with fees. The sale even scored an artist
record when a marble panel by the Leith-born sculptor Thomas Whalen (1903-1875)
sold for £13,125.

Other auction houses that also report virtual successes since the end of March include
London’s Forum Auctions, Oxfordshire’s armour specialist Antony Cribb and Wallis &

Wallis in East Sussex.

As more of the art market moves online, so grows the lingering danger of cyber
crime. The art world was reminded of the risks this week in the revived news that, in
2018, hackers tricked the publicly funded Rijksmuseum Twenthe in the Netherlands
into sending £2.4m to a bank account in Hong Kong. The museum believed it was
paying the money to the right account to buy John Constable’s “A View of Hampstead
Heath: Child’s Hill, Harrow in the Distance” (1824) from London’s Dickinson Gallery.
In January, a High Court judge dismissed the Dutch museum’s claim for damages
against the gallery, awarding costs to Dickinson; he said the museum could apply to

amend its claims against Dickinson if it wished.

Now, notes Adam Prideaux, managing director at the insurance broker Hallett
Independent, people are generally much more aware of the red flags that could
indicate cyber security hazards, such as clicking on unsolicited links. But the

lockdown situation around the world has increased the risks once more, Prideaux

says.

“Everyone is online now, including people who are not used to it. And the art market

is still appealing [to fraudsters] as it deals with extraordinary sums of money,” he



says. He points to an April 8 advisory from the UK’s National Cyber Security Centre.
This warns that “an increasing number of malicious cyber actors are exploiting the
current Covid-19 pandemic for their own objectives”. Scams include phishing for

personal information with Covid-19-related subject lines as bait.

Mindful of the times, the gallerist Pilar Ordovas plans an exhibition that she
describes as “an ode to seclusion and escapism”. Called The Artist’s Room, it will show

works by 10 Modern and contemporary artists that focus on the interior spaces where

they work or live (ordovasart.com, from May 4).

The inspiration for the show came from photographs of Henri Matisse reading,
writing and drawing on the walls of his home in Nice, Ordovas says. All the works are
made on paper (including photographs) and the earliest piece on display will be Henri
Matisse’s charcoal “Femme nue couchée”, made in Nice in 1924. Other works include
lithographs by Joan Mir6 and Lucian Freud’s contemplative etching “The Painter’s
Doctor” (2006). The majority of the works are for sale, with a price range of $500 to
$1.5m. Ordovas hopes that the exhibition will have “another life” in her London

gallery in the future.

As virtual art viewing ups its game a little, Frieze has become the first major art
fair to add augmented reality to its Viewing Room, which replaces its New York fair
(May 8-15). Using a dedicated app, digital visitors will be able to superimpose works
from the 200-plus participating galleries on the walls or floors of their homes.
Separate sections, including those dedicated to Latin-descent artists and female

artists from Chicago, are among the featured highlights of the now virtual fair.

Goodwill is currently running high towards the Frieze franchise as its organisers have
committed to refund 100 per cent of the participation fees and any advance booth-
build payments to would-be New York exhibitors. Its first Viewing Room is free for
them to join. Art Basel refunded only 75 per cent of the booth fee for its Hong Kong
edition in March, though its digital viewing room was also free for the exhibiting

galleries.

Jenny Holzer is the latest artist to prove generous in this time of crisis. She is
making an edition of 100 prints that feature one of her so-called truism sentences,
“ALL THINGS ARE DELICATELY INTERCONNECTED?”, for sale at $1,000 each at
Hauser & Wirth on April 22, the 50th anniversary of Earth Day. Proceeds will be
shared equally between a conservation charity, Art for Acres, and the Covid-19
Solidarity Response Fund for the World Health Organization. “Her words couldn’t be
more appropriate just now as nature seems to have taken over and we are all more
aware of being responsible for each other,” says gallery co-founder Twan Wirth.
Earlier this month, his gallery committed 10 per cent of all profits from its online
exhibitions to the WHO fund. Wirth says it also gave its Art Basel Hong Kong
participation fee to an “art for acres” scheme through conserve.org, which equated to

the conservation of 3,200 acres of cloud forest in Central America.



