The eloquent

Top auctioneers of art and memorabilia tell
Ranjita Ganesan about the skills and thrills that
go with performing sales at the rostrum

auctioneer

g,.:;,
= =t

~
-

i R

E‘:-iT"'ﬂ DS
A,A._J

e

CHRISTIE’S

William Robinson conducts an auction for Christie’s; (below) Mallika Sagar during a Pundole’s auction

ewly married in the 1980s,
Lord Mark Poltimore
remembers shouting numbers
inincrements to his wife, Sally,
who would approve of most
and remain unimpressed by others. By way of
thisunusual demonstration oflove, the two
hadin factbeen practising for the art
auctioneer’sdebut performance at the
rostrum for Christie’sin South Kensington.
“Wearestill married soImusthave done
somethingright,” says Poltimore, now among
the main auctioneers for Sotheby’sand the
deputy chairman of its Europe business.

Aday after conducting an auction for
Sotheby’sin London, heled the auction
house’sinaugural Mumbai sale at the
dazzling Taj Mahal Hotel ballroom recently,
introducing pieces as being “of great
interest” and egging on hesitant bidders
with a “might regretitlater”. He brought the
hammer down atX187 million for Amrita
Sher-Gil’s The Little Girlin Blue.

The 61-year-old’s schedule resembles that
ofatouring rockstar, but he likens modern
auctioneering to conducting an orchestra.
Gavel masters have to control the room, while
alsoseamlessly teasing outbidsonthe
telephone and the internet. They must also
be prepared for surprises: during arecent sale
inRussia, one bidder turned up with alarge,
beady-eyed parroton her shoulder that made
everyone around nervous but allowed
Poltimore to make a few bird-themed quips.
“Itisnot the comedy hour but you can give
theauctionalighter touch.”

Showmanship is adistinctive aspect of
the work of conducting an auction. Most

credit James Christie, who founded
Christie’s in 1766, for establishing protocols
that turned humdrum art auctions into
enjoyable affairs. He was known for making
rapid-fire, florid appeals to buyers, such as:
“The inexhaustible munificence of your
superlatively candid generosity must
harmonise with the refulgent brilliancy of
thislittle jewel.” He would lean forward
from the rostrum, gently wielding the gavel,
inaposethat some auctioneers employ
eventoday.

The verbal flourishes of the 18th and 19th
centuries, however, have been replaced by a
more restrained script. As
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Robinson, a prominent auctioneer with
Christie’sand international head of the
group for world art. He is not immediately
recognisable without his bifocal glasses,
with which he is regularly photographed
onstage. He spins out the introductions of
some coveted works of obvious beauty,
such as the Pala-period black stone figure
of Avalokitesvara — part of a sale last year
—abidding war for which took the price
from an estimated $3 million to $5 million
to about $24 million.
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not there for otherlots.” Auctioneer Mallika
Sagar, who conductssales for Pundole’s,is
also familiar with buyer idiosyncrasies.
“Some are superstitious and want the same
paddle number, the same telephone line for
each auction; some will bid at the last minute
thinking they can outwit everyone else.” She
firsttookto the auction stage at Christie’sin
New York, selling baseball memorabiliatoa
roomful of male collectors.

Auctioneerslearn to modulate their
voices, be swift with numbers, and pickup

subtle cuesin the sale room. Strong
mathematics and some experience of acting
helped Dinesh Vazirani feel comfortable on
therostrum. Asthe co-founder of Saffronart,
anonline auction house thatalso hostslive
sales, Vazirani benefits from knowing Indian
buyers personally. While he goads them to
putinanextrabid, he tooencounters friendly
heckling asking him to hurryup and “put that
hammerdown”.

Poltimore believes that the quality of
auctioneeringcanincrease or decrease the
sale value by 10 per cent. Each auctioneer
seems to have unique pre-showrituals.
Poltimore walks around the sale room to
observe the audience; Robinson always wears
apairof dice-shaped cufflinks; and Vazirani
goes foraswim two hoursearlier. During the
sale, they have assistants to record sale prices
and paddle numbers, to point out bids they
may have missed, and towarn themifthe
pace picks up or drops.

These theatrics and mechanics of live
auctions appear endangered by the fact that
the major auction houses are moving more
salesonline. But many in the industry believe
that live shows will survive at the highest
levels. “Ifthat too goes online fully, then the
very nature of the art markets will
fundamentally change towards
standardisation,” says Osian’s auction house
founder Neville Tuli, who hired auctioneers
for15years before taking up the role himself
in2016. Vazirani predicts a convergence in
the future such that auctioneers will perform
solely toacamera, while bidders will stream
the video and buy works on their devices:
“Thebest of both worlds.”



