CHRISTIE’S

BEWARE !!!
A few Observations concerning
the Manners & Methods
of a hallowed International Auction House

To have a beloved painting auctioned off is always a very sad affair, particularly
when dire need appears to be the main reason for it. Which it mostly is. I am not
talking here about some abominable modern hogwash as pushed for millions of
pounds by revolting clowns like Charlie Saatchi and his ilk, but a genuine piece
of Art. One that a painter of old has endowed with skill and love, creating in this
way a magical window into the past whose essential aura has survived the ages
and can be felt to this day by a sensitive beholder.
It is even sadder if the painting in question is, apart from being exceptionally
beautiful, an item that had been bought for more than 30.000 Deutschmarks
decades ago. Which was the case with my “Bather by the Sea”, a 19th Century
romantic painting of the Munich School as depicted below.

And which I was foolish enough to entrust into the loving care of Christie’s of
London.

Foolish because the whole exertion did not turn out to be a small yet welcome
boon, but a miserable affair that rendered in the end only a handful of coins.
What follows are a few postal letters and e-mails selected from a whole batch of
correspondence that will provide the reader with a general idea of how the story
evolved.
From: manfred to Christie’s of London
Sent: 14 June 2013 10:12
To: Andrews, Max; Baumgartner, Pascal; Bramham, Diana
Subject: 19th cent. painting
Dear madam, sir!
Would the attached painting be of any interest to you? It is late 19th century, School of Munich, and one of the
loveliest female nudes since Botticelli. Size 1.20 x 1.85 m without frame.
Regards
manfred

My letter caused indeed an interest, and after some preliminaries I received the
following answer.
From: "Andrews, Max" <MAndrews@christies.com>
To: manfred
Sent: Monday, September 23, 2013 3:11 PM
Subject: RE: 19th cent. painting

Dear Manfred
The bidding would start at 10000 and finish wherever the highest bidder chooses which could be far
in excess of 20000 should two rich clients be interested. I wouldn`t be surprised by this as I think it
has a lot of charm. The next step is to get it to us, including your details in the package so there is no
confusion. We would give it a very large illustration in the sale catalogue.
Best regards
Max Andrews
19th Century European Pictures
CHRISTIE'S
85 Old Brompton Road
London SW7 3LD

And a bit later some more of the same.
From: "Andrews, Max" <MAndrews@christies.com>
To: manfred
Sent: Wednesday, October 2, 2013 2:04 PM
Subject: RE: 19th cent. painting

Dear Manfred,
Apologies for contacting you again.
I have a good deal of confidence that we can sell your painting very well and as such we are considering it for a position on the cover/back cover of the catalogue or as the picture we will use in our
press advertising. These tend to add a great deal to the final price achieved at auction.
Please let me know if you are intending to send it to us so we can hold one the cover slots/advertising
slot for your picture.
All the best
Max

In this way nicely encouraged, I agreed and soon received by e-mail a PDF
contract with on the backside a host of stipulations which were hardly legible
and apparently dealt only with minor practicalities.

The auction was to be celebrated at Christie’s hallowed haunt in South Kensington on September 12th, 2013, whereby I liked particularly the idea that my
painting would grace the cover of Christie’s trendy catalogue, a honour, as dear
Max had pointed out, that should boost the sales expectations amazingly.
Living in the Ukraine at the time, I had imported the painting a year before from
my house in France and paid a hefty import tax. With the US sponsored Maidan
Coup in full swing and the situation in the country deteriorating every day, I
thought it a good idea to get the painting out as quickly as possible, even if the
10.000 GBP starting price seemed far too low with regard to its true value. On
the other hand did I believe Max’ encouraging words and so went to DHL and
had the large painting shipped for about 500 GBP’s to London while paying
again a hefty baksheesh to the utterly corrupt Ukrainian customs boys.
Again due to the problems of the day the painting arrived too late and was put
up for the 2nd May 2014 auction. Dear Max had meanwhile handed me on to a
certain Mr. Plumb, who seemed to have forgotten all about placing the painting
on the cover of the sales catalogue. My earnest enquiry to this effect remained
sadly unanswered.
From: "Plumb, Alastair" <aplumb@christies.com>
To: "manfred
Sent: Thursday, April 3, 2014 1:07 PM
Subject: RE: 19th cent. painting

Dear Manfred,
I have pleasure in attaching the Sale Lot Advice outlining your property which is featured in our forthcoming
sale of 19th Century European Art taking place at Christie’s South Kensington on 2nd May 2014.
Alastair Plumb

Thus finally arrived the great day! But alas…
My painting was, as I could see in the catalogue and to my great dismay, not
sold to one of the many rich clients who were supposed to fight tooth and claw
over a beautiful “Bather by the Sea”.
Further correspondence with Mr. Plumb, who had become markedly less gracious, indicated that I should get my painting out of their hair as quickly as
possible or start paying money for keeping it in one of their sheds. Alternately
there existed the possibility to put it up again on yet another auction, but for
much less money, namely beginning with 3500 £.
Being fairly broke and having at the time escaped only just with my family from
Ukraine, where some Right Sector thugs were looking for my wife who had
absolved her first year as PhD in a Russian University and was thus considered
an enemy of the state, I had no other choice but to agree.

This time the painting was sold for 4.375 £, a pittance if compared to the 30.000
Deutschmarks I had paid for it some twenty years before. The amount would, as
I believed, leave me a little less than 4000 £ once Christie’s had deducted its
10 % commission.

But even this was not to be.

Now definitely incensed, I decided to look into the matter. The whole business
had been conducted via e-mail, including the signing of the various contracts.
Of these only one, namely the first, had, as mentioned before, on the backside
some particular stipulations which were hardly legible and in any case an utterly
arcane slang to the uninitiated beholder. Accordingly I did not think them
important in any way, but trusting into what Max Andrews had written to me
including the sums that could be clearly read on the front page of my contract.
As to the 3500£ - Jan. 21th 2015 contract, I had received and signed anyway
only the front page.
Demanding an explanation and receiving some vague nonsense about “hammerprices” and such like, I asked a web-designer friend to put my annoyance into
digital shape and then sent it to Christie’s. Which finally got me an answer from
their legal department.

Upon which I wrote the following.
Dear Mrs. Charles,
thank you for your letter. Let me explain for a last time my position, since it seems that some of my
previous mails have not come to your attention. When Max Andrews wrote to me my painting would
be put up for 10.000 to 20.000 GBPs, but could bring A LOT more, that seemed fine with me.
Unfortunately the painting was not sold, which can of course happen and happens frequently with
Christie’s, as I have belatedly seen in the catalogues. Next comes Mr. Plumb who offers, sort of take it
or leave it, to get the painting into the next auction for between 3.000 and 5.000 GBPs. Which is of
course positively miserable. But what could I do? Have the damn thing sent back to me, particularly
since it has cost me already nearly 1000 Euro to get it to Christie’s in the first place? So I agree, of
course. Next I hear my painting (Lot 92, Sale No. 10358)) has been sold for 4375 GBP. According to
my contract issued 3 April 2014, you charge a commission of 10 % of this sum. That leaves 3937.50
GBP to be paid to me. You have sent me only 2777.50 GBP, so there remains the sum of 1160.00 GBP
which still needs to be paid on your part. Now instead of doing that, you come with all kinds of funny
nonsense, like “hammer prices” and whatnot, something the good Mr. Plumb did not mention
anywhere. Now that is what I call Foul Play and react accordingly.
Conclusion: Please look at my sweet design again. CHRISTIE’S BEWARE! That’s what I will I order
from a local webmaster this coming June and have him put it online . We shall do this with a detailed
and truthful rendering of the facts, including our entire correspondence as PDF, so as to warn future
customers and to take a cool look at what might happen with their valuables, which they usually have
auctioned out of dire need. This is a honest and helpful undertaking on my part. It is in the public
interest and might even find a resonance in the media. As to “defamation” and similar rubbish, you
may discuss this with my lawyer once the occasion offers. Also how much it will cost you to settle the
whole matter satisfactorily, once it is in full swing.
Thus all you may send to me is a copy of your transfer. Anything else I shall not answer anymore.
Regards

Whereupon, believe it or not, I received this.

Were I of a somewhat delicate condition, I would have probably broken down
in tears while reading this. But I am not, and instead I squeezed the whole affair
into a plausible frame, paid an expert the necessary dues and had it put online.
This also in the hope to find a decent newspaper which might think the whole
sordid affair interesting enough for an article.
And it needs to be seen if that would constitute indeed a defamation, or if it is a
perfectly legal rendering of facts that give the interested reader a clear idea of
what might happen if he or she entrusts the noble house of Christie’s with a
beloved heirloom which circumstances forced to sell it.
Pretending to be a high-class and hallowed establishment, yet misleading people
in dire need about possible returns and reducing even these by way of some
obscure small-print on the back of contracts might not be taken too kindly.
Because it shows for once Christie’s true face, which, as you will agree, is
rather ugly after all.

