


They say he was endowed with compelling vigour and exceptional dialec-
tical ingenuity; that he was a great Master of Ceremonies. Behold James 
Christie, the legendary auctioneer of Christie’s auction house. Founded 
by Mr. Christie 251 years ago, it is the oldest and most important world-
wide, deliberately headquartered in the heart of London, where high 
society could benefit from a kind of theatrical stage. In those days, an 
auction was often a “merry-go-round for the elite, a place where the ele-
gant people gathered to be seen, like so many lots,” Lord Rothschild re-
members in the preface to Going Once, a book written to celebrate the 
auction house’s anniversary. 
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This anniversary offers a platform for thought: what is 
the art market’s current state of health? The market has 
suffered its second consecutive year, partly due to the 
instability of the geopolitical situation. Compared to 
2015, in 2016 global sales declined by 11 percent. In 
2013 and 2014 to present, they went from USD 68.2 bil-
lion to USD 56.6 billion (according to a report released 
by UBS Group AG and Art Basel).

In spite of this challenging time, Christie’s remains the 
industry leader, in perpetual competition with Sotheby’s. 
It is an intense rivalry, often marked by mutual jibing, 
like Christie’s comment: “Sotheby’s? They’re nothing 
but merchants in gentlemen’s clothing,” sparking a re-
tort from the contender with similar wording.



For the past two and a half centuries, the halls 
of Christie’s have helped to understand the de-
sires, fashions, tastes, and trends of the day. But 
above all, they have served as an invaluable in-
strument in the identification of wealth distribu-
tion At present, a concentration is identified in Asia 

and America; and in fact, Christie’s is closing the 
South Kensington headquarters in London to open 
a new hall in Los Angeles and to begin collaborat-
ing with San Francisco. Essentially, Europe is sell-
ing off its treasures and the Americans and Asians 
are buying them up. 
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Art dealers, collectors, and merchants can make an artist’s fortune, while auction 
houses offer optimal visibility. Not to mention that selling price alters the pub-
lic’s perception of both the art and the artist. The selling of Basquiat’s Untitled for 
USD 57.3 million was without a doubt the artist’s supreme coronation. The same 
can be said of Van Gogh’s Sunflowers, which sold in 1987 for USD 40 million and 
Modigliani’s Red Nude, which sold two years ago for USD 170 million.
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Another thing about auction houses is that they docu-
ment fetishes for eras past, such as the typewriter with 
which Ian Fleming wrote his James Bond novels or the 
skin-tight dress Marilyn Monroe wore when she sang the 
most famous rendition in history of Happy Birthday, Mr. 
President. Well, in 1999 that dress sold for USD 1,731,500. 
Other records include Elizabeth Taylor’s jewellery collec-
tion, auctioned in 2011 for USD 140 million. Then there is 
the Rothschild egg that sold in 2007 for USD 18,573,940, 
breaking a triple record for the highest selling price of 
a Russian object (excluding paintings), a Fabergé cre-
ation, and a watch. The egg finally resurfaced in 2014 
in St. Petersburg, Russia, as a donation to the Hermitage 
Museum.

The Rothschild Egg



A Gold plated Royal Quiet de Luxe 
Portable Typewriter owned by Ian 
Fleming (1908-1964). Produced in 
1952. Sold 5 May 1995, London. 
© Christie’s Images Limited 2016, 
London_Scala, Florence 



The 1943 Rolex 4113, given as a tribute to famous 
drivers and owners of racing teams, were never 
distributed on the market. Only 12 models were 
made, with serial numbers ranging from 051313 to 
051324 printed on the case. The fact that most col-
lectors have never even seen one in person is what 
makes this Rolex even more exclusive and covet-
ed. In Geneva in 2013, Number 051314 was sold 
for over a million dollars, which actually turned out 
to be a bargain. Yes, a bargain, because in May 
2016, that very same watch was auctioned again 
for a record breaking USD 2,500,000.
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