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How Much is that Degas in the Window?

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

   The prices for which some art pieces are sold at auction boggle the mind. Of course, when it is a Renoir or a Van Gogh, the average person says, "Oh, well, of course." But when the artist is obscure (to the general public), still living, or controversial, the remark is generally more cynical if not purely disgusted, "What idiot would buy that?" The monetary concerns of art are generally like the drunken boss at a dinner party, something the refined person tries to ignore and something that the boorish tend to gloat over. But the dollar signs connected to art are an integral part of the art world.

Few consider, while watching Julia Roberts crying on screen, or Mel Gibson chopping off a head or two, that these performers are receiving millions of dollars for their efforts. Athletes get a bum rap for being overpaid, but they only get paid what the public requires for their entertainment. An artist is in the same boat. Although I may not appreciate a particular artist's work, it does not reduce the value of the work to others. And that value can sometimes be in the millions of dollars for very popular artists, living or dead.

The value of a particular painting is determined by its quality, rarity, history and the other market forces which drive up (or down) the value of any object of desire. A Picasso painting can sell at auction for millions of dollars because, since he's dead, no other Picasso paintings will be added to the current quantity. If the painting is special, or famous, it may bring in more money. If it is from a particularly unfruitful period, perhaps it will bring less. If one art collector pays a certain amount, the expectation is that the next buyer will pay more. And an increase in the value of a Picasso affects other artists, for instance raising the going price of a Hockney, De Kooning or Lichtenstein. 

There are always those people who stand in front of a De Kooning painting and say something along the lines of, "Why is that worth so much. I've got stuff taped to my refrigerator drawn by my kid that are better than that." Well, no offense to the child prodigy, but it is doubtful that a child could produce the art of a De Kooning or a Pollock. It is sometimes our lack of understanding that causes us to doubt the collective sanity of the art world. A splatter of paint by Pollock is fine art. My son's fingerpainting is, at best, a personal, sentimental treasure. There is a skill and aesthetic consciousness to Pollock's art that is not present in my son's work, although it may not seem that way to a person who does not understand the art. There are always apocryphal tales of art collectors paying vast amounts for some child's efforts, but these urban legends are, for the most part, overblown rumors and cynical wish-fulfillment parables. The truth is that a Pollock is not easily faked and my son's fingerpainting is.

But many artists never become popular, their works never fetch the grand sums. What is the difference between the famous and the obscure? Well, if an artist has talent, he's on the way to becoming popular, but there is a long road to travel. He must show his works to people who can give him a reputation. That means, the artist must show at prestigious galleries. And that's where the cutthroat competition takes place. If the artist sells his pieces, and critics write good reviews of his showings, and the collectors begin buying these pieces from each other, then the artist's name becomes famous. His works are judged against each other, and against his contemporaries. Someone buys a work for $200,000. That's the current level of value for the artist's work. Of course, when he dies, if all goes well, all of his works go up in value, because there will be no more produced.

But the value of art also goes down. Many collections bought in the eighties became almost worthless in the nineties when the art market suffered a crash. Even wonderful artists like Rembrandt and Titian saw their works devalued, meaning that the owners were not likely to sell the works for less than they paid. Many lovely pieces of art are probably boxed and stored in vaults around the world. But art, as a commodity with a monetary value, is an investment just like any other, with its risks and its rewards.

Of course, that isn't entirely true. For art goes beyond the commercial. There are collectors who will pay obscene amounts for art with no intention of ever selling the work, no matter how much they are offered. And art always has value that cannot be measured in dollars. I am an extremely modest collector of art. I collect the work of Kaja Foglio (pronounced kI-yuh foh-lee-oh), a cartoonist and illustrator. I have one original painting, a signed print, a signed limited first edition of a book she illustrated, several artist proofs, signed collectible cards, and a number of clipped magazine covers and interior illustrations. The value of this eclectic collection is just about what I paid for it, if I don't include the amout of effort I personally put into locating these treasures. And even then, if I were able to sell the entire collection on Ebay, I doubt I could get the price of a good bicycle for it all. But these are still treasures for me, because of the joy I receive when I see them, and when someone else appreciates them. Art has a spiritual and emotional value that touches our souls rather than our pocketbooks.
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