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Abstract
Typically, the auction house salesroom has been conceived of as an
exemplary market: a place in which ultimate price is fixed by persons at a
particular moment. This perspective relies on a static a-historical view of an
isolated marketplace. This study views the auction sale of tribal art as one
part of a wider economic set, within which objects and persons interact to
momentarily assign price (or not). It thereby expands the common anthropo-
logical use of the notion of a ‘tournament’ of value (Appadurai, 1986). A
brief background to the history of the auction and of the tribal art market
precedes an examination of the auction as a ‘distributed object’ (Gell, 1998):
a series of events from catalogue and viewing, to the performance of sale.
Within each of these situations, price is shown to be fixed by ambiguous and
malleable processes of valuation over space and time.
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INTRODUCTION

This is an investigation of the ways in which price is constructed at the
auction of tribal art objects.1 The process of auction has traditionally been
described as a simple formalization of price within a particular public
space over a clearly delimited and public period of time: a fundamental
index of the market (see Baudrillard, 1981). This interpretation ignores
the peculiar circumstances of the auction – as the culmination of a set of
discursive, visual and socio-economic practices that may, at the final
moment of sale, fail or be fundamentally subverted. This potential for
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subversion, and the subsequent unpredictability of price exemplifies
what Keane calls the ‘ever-present potential for alienation, slippage or
loss’ (1997: 230) of economic consensus within the public interaction of
persons and things. Thus, object identities, criteria of authenticity, and
transaction histories are necessarily manipulated by buyers and sellers in
order to tentatively ascribe price. Economics at auction can be filled with
doubt, insecurity and surprise. Consequently, price is continually recre-
ated, reflecting emotional as well as economic processes that cross-cut the
unique event of each particular sale.

It is necessary to understand the peculiar commodity status of tribal
art: each object’s price is defined in relation to an identity selected from
its various cultural histories. This selective presentation of the relation
of object to context exploits a classificatory device commonly called
‘authenticity’, which, for the purposes of the tribal arts market, is used
in a highly strategic and not necessarily consistent or coherent manner.
In the art auction, all such objects, whether ‘African’, ‘Native American’
or ‘Oceanic’ have undergone processes of both re-location (they have
moved from one place to another, their identities defined in the market
by place of origin) and de-location (alienated entirely from place of origin,
identities defined by processes of collection and dealing). The traditional
‘ethnographic’ context becomes an exploitable background over which
the western art market may be propagated. The concept of provenance,
vital in the conferral not only of basic monetary prices but also of object
identities, exemplifies this process. For the purposes of auction, the
history of each item begins upon its entry into the market. An object’s
‘biography’ (see Kopytoff, 1986; Hoskins, 1998) becomes one of Euro-
American ownership and exchange, primarily between dealers,
museums and private collectors. This is a market response to national
and international cultural property legislation, whereby objects can only
be sold if they are authentic enough for the market, but not so authen-
tic as to be removed from the world of commerce and replaced in
indigenous museums. This dilemma of the market relies on a self-
conscious and highly ironic construction of authenticity that plays a vital
role in the establishment of object identities within commercial trans-
action.

Such severance of objects from their sites of production has come
to have profound political resonance, particularly as the Euro-American
appropriation and representation of ‘tribal’ material culture has been
increasingly contested (see Karp and Lavine, 1991). The market is
salient in the creation of origin myths and the presentation of object
identities in a wide variety of contexts, from museum to auction
salesroom. This study is a response to the recent proliferation of
anthropological assessments of the art market,2 most of which have
attempted to locate the local production and consumption of art in
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terms of the global development of socio-political relations of exchange,
often neglecting the tricky ways in which objects themselves enter into
these relations.

In many studies, the ‘market’ becomes generic, cross-cutting cul-
tural boundaries, often in tension with micro-level analyses. This needs
to be picked apart as a fieldwork site. Steiner (1994) provides a multi-
local ethnographic foil to transcend this divide, as he explores the
market for African art, tracing historical trade links between Islamic
African traders, village craftsmen, town bazaars, and New York gal-
leries. His emphasis on the circulation of objects in local, national and
transnational economies challenges the ethnocentricity of previous
accounts of the market for art commodities (which often read ‘western’
for ‘global’). He demonstrates the need for historical analysis in under-
standing long-term culturally specific trade relations, and the import-
ance of local knowledge for participants in the market. Studies such as
this emphasize the social ‘entanglement’ and ‘promiscuity’ of object
identities as they move within these particular economic relations
(Thomas, 1991). The interplay of culturally defined objects and persons
in the market is subject to a complex geography, which must be kept in
mind in any micro-analysis. Through study of one particular site of the
art market (the tribal arts auction), I balance other ethnographic
emphases on cross-cultural transactions with a case study that high-
lights how vital it is to ground economic analyses of the market-place
across time and space, both socially and materially.

Typically, anthropological work on the art market defines market
value by reference to a particular geographic place, situating a global
‘ideal’ of the market in the context of various localities, and examining
the inherent tension between substantive market ‘place’ and formal
market ‘principle’ (see Dilley, 1992). Steiner writes (reflecting Appadu-
rai’s notion of ‘tournaments of value’): ‘The perceived value of an item
is thus wholly dependent on where one is situated in the chain of econ-
omic transactions, and each transaction is characterized by the logic of
its own system of value and mode of bargaining’ (1994: 63). As a method-
ology for studying markets, this view suffers in the tension between the
local and the global, from the ‘situation’ to the ‘chain’. I analyse the art-
auction market as a complicated artefact in itself, following on from
anthropological approaches to material culture (see Miller, 1987, 1998),
and rather literally from Strathern’s exhortation to analyse ‘artefacts as
the enactment of events’ in a context where ‘performances are the arte-
facts of persons’ (1990: 40, 32). Such ‘material culture’ approaches are
invaluable to rethinking ‘tournaments of value’, or these previously divi-
sive market spaces. By incorporating the social agency of both objects
and persons into the construction of price we may view the auction as
a performative tournament (with a catalogue-script, a stage, an audience,
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and so on) within a series of events taking place over a variety of places,
times and media.

In undertaking research, I attended tribal arts auctions in London,
Paris and New York, talking to dealers, auctioneers, curators and collec-
tors. Research concentrated primarily on one of the biannual auctions of
African and Oceanic art at Sotheby’s New York (25 May 1999). The study
is an empirically grounded illustration of the construction of price, and
an examination of the ways in which objects both define and are defined
by the particular economics of the auction house. For the sake of brevity,
my examples focus on tribal art from the Pacific.

WHAT HAPPENS IN AUCTIONS?

There is a dearth of sociological writing about auctions. Smith’s Auctions:
The Social Construction of Value (1989) provides a useful introduction to
the ambiguity of the socio-economic interactions between persons and
things within a variety of auction contexts. Here, as elsewhere, ‘value’
and ‘price’ are used interchangeably. Within my own analysis, I focus
upon the construction of price (as the monetary amount assigned to
objects by the market), and use a working notion of value to suggest a
set of judgements surrounding the assignation of price that are estab-
lished in a multiplicity of ways – social, political and so on.

For Smith ‘auctions serve as rites of passage for objects shrouded in
ambiguity and uncertainty’ (1989: x), they are places where communi-
ties of value are continually recreated. Smith writes that value ‘rep-
resents the collective judgement of the auction community.’ (1989: 77, my
emphasis). Value-as-price is thus inherently consensual. It is instilled
within objects by the ‘collective effervescence’ of an economic com-
munity during the auction. Price is unpredictable, created anew within
each exchange at auction:

Objects are reborn in auctions. They acquire new values, new owners, and
often new definitions. Sometimes they even acquire a new history. For these
new identities to be accepted as legitimate, they must be seen as having a
communal sanction. It is this search for legitimacy that underlies the
communal character of the auction. (Smith 1989: 79)

Smith’s work sets the scene for an interpretative approach to auction
economics that focuses on performance and theatricality in the fixing
of price. However, his emphasis on ‘community’ and ‘consensus’ needs
to be reassessed in three main ways. First, it is apparent from ethno-
graphic research, that whilst price may be consensually determined at
auction, consensus within an auction ‘community’ is not fundamentally
required. The potential for anyone to place any bid is the founding retail
principle at auction. It is the potential for subversion, along with an
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ironic classification of authentic objects that paradoxically maintains the
conservatism of the market. Ideals of ‘community’ are maintained
despite actual social dissolution. Second, it does not fully account for
durable object identities outside of auction, or for the idea that objects
may have social agency in constructing their own prices (see Gell, 1998).
Third, it presents a market context that is entirely apolitical and ahis-
torical. Smith denies the existence of hierarchies of knowledge, of dis-
agreements in attribution of meanings, or struggles for economic power;
the auction itself becomes a singular social entity, independent in time
and space. My research reveals that these struggles are the precise
method by which price is set. As there is no need for consensus to set
price at auction, nor is there a coherent use of the term ‘value’. Instead,
ideas about value are socially manipulated around objects, over several
events (not just the sale) to fix price. This process is inherent in bidding,
which sets the auction context apart from other retail transactions (also
allowing price to be set without consensus). In bidding, exchange is
rooted to a particular time and space but also simultaneously refers back
to a history of prior exchanges: the estimated and reserve prices reflect-
ing consultation between vendor and auction house, and previous sales.
Price is thus the tangible result of these complex social negotiations of
value, across space and time.

Smith’s emphasis on consensus, and on the day of the auction itself
echoes Appadurai’s work on commodity exchange. For Appadurai (1986)
all exchange of objects is fundamentally rooted within a ‘tournament of
value’3 – a precise, singular place of economic activity. Approaches such
as these are useful in that they begin to think about the ways in which
economic value is socially and politically constructed, and of the import-
ance of market knowledge for those participating in the setting of price
(see Geertz, 1979), yet they lack focus on the ways in which knowledge
is constructed, remembered, and used in the market.

A representative of Sotheby’s African and Oceanic Art Department,
described the auction as ‘the only place where true price can be seen.
Price at auction to me is the exact indicator of the state of the market,
of demand and worth being decided at one particular time on one par-
ticular day.’ Price at auction is viewed as the ultimate harbinger of value
within an idealized market place. This synchronic focus fits in well with
Appadurai’s concept of a ‘tournament of value’, but denies a formulation
of price and value for objects that transcends the auction event. As my
ethnography of the auction demonstrates, each dealer or collector
attends the auction with an idea of appropriate price, expressed in the
estimate, reserve, and final sale price. These ideas come from the experi-
ence of the catalogue and view (from the objects themselves), and from
the degree of market knowledge (primarily the exchange histories each
participant holds in mind). This type of imaginary value is built over
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time, ultimately consolidated onto the sites of objects. This ‘formal’ his-
torical value needs to be understood as intrinsic to the fixing of price at
auction sale.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE WESTERN AUCTION

Herodotos’ depiction of the auctioning of women in Babylon, in 500 BC
is perhaps the earliest written account of the auction process we have.
The term ‘auction’ originates from the Latin auctio meaning increase.
The earliest Roman auctions were of booty, looted during war and sold
sub hasta, where the auctioneer was a middleman taking a commission
of 1 per cent.

The modern art auction developed during the destabilization of the
rigid social hierarchies of the ‘Great Chain of Being’ in 17th-century
northern Europe; intimately connected to changes in laws governing
private property, particularly as they concerned ownership rights
between state and private landowner (land being the definitive form of
property). In 1556 the French government created the system of huissers-
priseurs (bailiff-auctioneers) answering directly to the king as disinter-
ested experts in property disputes. In 1715 their title changed to
commissaires-priseurs and their numbers and practices were centrally
regulated, as they are to the present. This marked the start of a tradition
of state interest and intervention in commercial transaction that has
resulted in the centralized system at the Hôtel des Ventes, Rue Drouôt,
an auction house inhabited by independent experts: the dealers. The
French system is distinguished by the Droit de Presomption, which allows
any artefact approved by the Governmental Conseil Artistique to be
claimed on behalf of the state, overruling the outcome of any auction.
For the French, the auction is not the last word on the ownership of an
object. The free market is mediated by the State.4

In contrast to French state regulation, auction houses in Britain
have been encouraged to become part of the ‘free’ world art market.
This has led to problems in the development of a common European
economic policy. Sotheby’s and Christie’s both have luxurious proper-
ties in Paris awaiting approval from Brussels to begin auctioning, to the
chagrin of the French government. In Britain, Spink and Sons was the
first auction house to open (1666), and the large houses began to pro-
liferate in the 1680s after Cromwell’s law banning the importation of
paintings from Europe was revoked. Sotheby’s was founded by Samuel
Baker in 1744, his first auction of books held in 1745. Baker was joined
by his nephew Sotheby in 1778, and the firm established itself as a
bookseller and auctioneer of fine books. Meanwhile, Christie’s was
founded by James Christie in 1766; Philips, ‘The Auction People’ was
established in 1796, by Harry Philips, previously chief clerk to James
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Christie; and Bonhams was founded in 1793, by William Charles
Bonham and George Jones.

The British Settled Land Acts of 1882 allowed for the disposal of the
contents of landed estates by inheritors tax-free, if the proceeds from the
sale went into trust. This resulted in widespread disposal of inherited
property, mainly from large estates, in order to avoid death duties and
other taxes, and as a method of liquidating assets. The auction houses
became the focus for the dispersal of aristocratic property into the
middle-class realm of mercantile commerce. It was in 1917 with the
move to Bond Street, and the disposal of the Earl of Pembroke’s collec-
tion of armour, pictures, drawings and prints that Sotheby’s had come
to rival Christie’s in the disposal of property.

In 1927 the Auctions (Bidding Agreements) Act was passed in Great
Britain making any prior agreement to the outcome of sales illegal.5
Refinements in legislation over the past 20 years have resulted in the
auction houses of Great Britain and USA being legally bound to state out
loud at a sale if a lot has been ‘passed over’ (unsold). In 1975, Sotheby’s
and Christie’s created a stir in the art world by announcing that they
were to add a buyer’s premium of 10 per cent into the commission struc-
ture, adding to the vendor’s commission of 10 per cent and bringing up
the auction houses’ profits to 20 per cent, inflating the final cost of
objects sold at auction. This resulted in a mass boycotting of the two
houses by art dealers. Philips to this day advertise their auctions as
having ‘no premium’ above the auctioneers stand.

In 1954, the international auction market opened up to the United
States after the deregulation of wartime currency regulations, resulting
in a growth in the American market for European art and in the expan-
sion of the major European auction houses across the Atlantic (Sotheby’s
taking over the American auction house Parke Bernet in 1964). The
history of the 20th-century auction houses has been dominated by the
competition between Sotheby’s and Christie’s as they have floated suc-
cessfully on the stock market (Christie’s in November 1973, Sotheby’s
in May 1977). Ever since the Settled Lands Act, the auction houses have
frequently been the subject of state legislation to enforce and oversee
the disposal of property. The auction house is an ideal local window
through which to view the complex negotiation of price related to objects
as cultural property, now within an international market.

A BACKGROUND TO THE TRIBAL ARTS AUCTION
MARKET6

The George Ortiz sale held at Sotheby Parke Bernet, New York in 1978,
under the direction of Richard Bleekley, marked the first occasion in
which Sotheby’s began to deal in tribal art apart from Antiquities,

Geismar: W H AT ’ S  I N  A  P R I C E ?

31

02geismar (ds)  14/2/01 2:23 pm  Page 31



Islamic, Asian, and Oriental arts. At Christie’s, London the same move
was made in 1976 by Hermione Waterfield, with the sale of the James
Hooper Collection. Due to the increasing rarity of pieces, both tiny
departments are now gaining readily in importance. The market is inti-
mately linked to institutionalized academic knowledge in museums and
universities. These bonds between institutions must be examined if we
are to trace the trajectory of economies of information defining value in
the market place, and if we are to expand the concept of a ‘tournament
of value’ to include such networks.

Within the Pacific art market, Polynesian art has historically been
more successful at auction than Melanesian. The distinction hinges
largely on the notion of ‘contact’ whereby pieces perceived to have been
produced before the colonial period have greater authenticity, resulting
in higher prices. The ‘best’ pieces are always the oldest. This hierarchy
of value is a response to a tradition of collection whereby Melanesian
contact history has been more recent and sporadic than the history of
exploration and great collection within Polynesia. Almost all of the older
Polynesian pieces are in museums, the museum collection being the ulti-
mate reference point by which objects are judged, defining criteria of
rarity, authenticity and desirability. Once more we can see the dilemma
of the market: pre-contact (or untainted) pieces must be legitimated by
western institutions such as museums.

Webster and Oldman, both collecting from Britain at the turn of the
19th to the 20th century, were the first commercial dealers of tribal arts;
Oldman perhaps the biggest Oceanic collector of his time. In 1946 he
offered his collection to the British Museum for £50,000, this was rejected
and eventually sold for much less to the government of New Zealand. The
tribal arts market has always been problematically internationalist, from
the mass exportation of ethnographica during the colonial period, to the
recent passionate debates concerning sales, the theft of cultural property,
and repatriation.7 Sotheby’s and Christie’s both moved their tribal arts
departments out of London (to the free-market deregulation in New York
and lax customs laws in Amsterdam respectively) after Peter Watson, an
investigative journalist exposed corruption and illicit trade in antiquities
within the large auction houses (Watson, 1997).

The sale of the George Brown collection highlights some of the prob-
lems of internationalism for the tribal art auction market, accentuating
the importance of auction houses in the forming of cultural property
legislation across national borders. The collection of objects from the
Pacific, was offered for sale in 1918 by the Brown family, to the Aus-
tralian Museum in Sydney, on condition that it remained together in both
display and storage. The family eventually declined the Museum’s offer
and shipped the collection to Newcastle, England. In 1985, the Australian
Museum registered an interest in acquiring the collection to both
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Sotheby’s and the University of Newcastle, concerned that the collection
would be lost for ever to its Pacific producers once sold at auction. Both
the Australian Museum and the National Museum at Port Moresby failed
as purchasers of the collection. The collection ‘is now in four institutions,
in two countries on opposite sides of the world.’ (Specht, 1987). Despite
this fragmentation, the case highlights the importance of the economi-
cally viable ‘collection’ of objects in constructing ideas of ‘tribal’ identi-
ties in a global market, demonstrating the importance of the
international marketplace as forum for the dissemination of cultural
identity politics across national borders.

The auctioning of the George Brown collection raises several key
issues that highlight some problems facing the tribal arts market, and,
indeed, the international art auction: The conversion of ‘cultural heri-
tage’ into monetary values, of which there is no world-wide uniformity
or guideline (and the subsequent unequal global distribution of cultural
property within museums); the dual significance of ethnographic collec-
tions as markers not only of indigenous art histories, but also of the
history of colonial collectors; and the vested interest that museums now
have as consumers within the tribal arts market (and their concern to
keep prices low so that they can still afford to collect at auction).

The tribal arts market has developed explicit and problematic
relations with both museums and academia. A debate in Anthropology
Today highlights some of the ways in which the linkage of market know-
ledge to other institutions has been critically assessed. The proposal of
the journal to advertise forthcoming auctions by Philips, Christie’s, and
Sotheby’s was criticized by Peter Gathercole as ‘wrong and unaccept-
able’ on the grounds that auction houses exist primarily to make a profit,
and that:

Neither AT [Anthropology Today] nor the RAI should help to promote the sale
of any culture’s heritage in what is predominantly a private collector’s
market . . . Private collectors do not have to be publicly accountable . . . To
advertise sales is to justify them de facto. Auction houses and private collec-
tors continually seek academic endorsement, and would regard your
proposal as just this . . . Advance publicity and academic justification usually
put up prices . . . Are we all to be Thatcherites now?. (Gathercole, 1987: 22)8

SOTHEBY’S ‘IMPORTANT AFRICAN AND OCEANIC
ART’9

This brief ethnography of the auction aims to analyse the methods by
which buyers and sellers in the market interact strategically with tribal
art objects to construct price and value. Spatio-temporal complexity, and
market knowledge, are marked by the formal qualities of each auctioned
artefact, creating ‘value histories’ that are constructed by and around
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objects. I have divided up the auction process into a series of events in
order to demonstrate that the classic formulation of the auction as a
singular economic event taking place in one fixed space and time is prob-
lematic when we come to assess the market in terms of objects as well
as of social relations between persons.

THE CATALOGUE

In 1828 Joseph Halewood drew up for his friend Samuel Sotheby a set
of ‘Hints for a young auctioneer of books’ in which his first criterion was
‘Consider your catalogue as the foundation of your eminence and make
its perfection of character an important study.’ (Cooper, 1977: 96). The
catalogue is the buyer’s umbilical cord to the auction room. Sotheby’s
maintains its exclusive clientele primarily through the world-wide distri-
bution of catalogues, also available over the Internet. In the run-up to
the sale; the catalogue is vital to initial projections of price (via the esti-
mate) and has direct bearing on the outcome of the sale. For all but a
privileged few, the catalogue is the first time that the objects to be sold
are actually seen.

The auction catalogue as a temporal representation lies somewhere
between the classic commercial (mail-order) catalogue, as Clarke
describes them: ‘a standardized, rigid repertoire of . . . visually rep-
resented alienable commodities’ (1998: 89), and the fine-art exhibition
catalogue, which is seen as an inferior substitute for the objects them-
selves, appearing after the fact as shadows or memories of the experi-
ence of viewing. As the first stage of the auction process, the catalogues
become ‘vehicles for the restriction and elaboration of consumptive
choices . . . crucial vehicles of sociality and knowledge formation.’
(Clarke, 1998: 97). By the time a knowledgeable buyer comes to the
auction salesroom for viewing, he or she is likely to have a clear idea of
which pieces are potential purchases, which are ‘sleepers’ (lots under-
estimated by the auction house), and even which are fakes. In one way,
the auction sale is simply an extension of the catalogue. The catalogue
is the first instance whereby the retail/commercial aspect of the auction
combines with fine-arts aesthetic in order to set price.

The catalogue is an intrinsic part of the exhibition of objects at
auction, indeed it may be seen as the script of the sale. It is the first con-
jecture of official value, by way of the estimate. It is the place where
provenance is consolidated, ethnographica exploited and photography
manipulated. It is the starting point of a complex series of information
swapping and inference that continues all the way through the sale. The
reserve price (the minimum an object can be sold for, agreed between
the seller and the auction house) may be determined as a percentage of
the estimate (a price or price-range normally 10 per cent higher –
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although some pieces may be sold with no reserve). One can ascertain
from this if the piece is being sold by a dealer or private collector (most
lots are entered anonymously although some are from named collections
or collectors).

The catalogue is the first place where object-values at auction
acquire a singular language of description, a language of the market, that
combines with photographic techniques to create visual value and price,
firmly entrenched in a culture of commerce:

So, a seascape looking exactly like a coloured picture postcard, becomes a
superb clipper under full sail by Montague Dawson. There is an exciting Art
Nouveau lamp in sandblasted gun metal and frosted glass mosaic, a ravishing
set of tablemats, painted with titmice by Beatrix Potter, a magical Jackson
Pollock and a noble Munnings. (Reitlinger, 1982: Vol. III: 10)

Such language prepares one for the aggressive sales jargon that epitom-
izes the auction sale. The precedent was set by James Christie, well
known for his flowery prose at auction which came to be termed as ‘sale
by epithet’. A contemporary caricature satirizes his declamation from the
stand:

Let me entreat – ladies – gentlemen – permit me to put this inestimable
piece of elegance under your protection – only observe – the inexhaustible
munificence of your superlatively candid generosity must harmonize with
the refulgent brilliance of this little jewel. (Cooper, 1977: 23)

The catalogue uses this language to begin the ultimate seduction of
the buyer via the interaction of image and text. In the Sotheby’s auction
of November 1998 the showcase of the catalogue and sale was Lot 162:
‘A Magnificent Maori Figure, poutokomanawa, carved as a male
figure, with rectangular pegs beneath the broad feet with distinct toes
(some missing) . . .’ and so on for three pages of provenance with an
article by Terence Barrow PhD, three full-page colour photographs (two
from different angles and one close-up). The figure was the cover piece
for the entire catalogue, and during the viewing and sale came to be
affectionately termed as the ‘Maori Man’ (Figure 1). Each photograph in
the spread is taken portrait style, highlighting the human characteristics
of the figure in a manner reminiscent of fashion magazine. This photo-
graphic personification was vital to the creation of a strong and memo-
rable identity for the piece, transcending reputable anthropological
knowledge and resulting in an unprecedented high price. The piece was
catalogued ‘estimate upon request’ generating a secretive atmosphere;
the estimate provided was $1,000,000, and it sold for this exactly
($1,102,500 including the buyer’s premium). Despite this being the
highest price ever achieved by a Pacific art object at auction, the lot went
to an uncontested, absentee bidder.

The anthropological jargon used in the description of provenance
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describes a romanticized Maori culture,
focusing on carving as ‘fine-art,’ tran-
scending the trauma of colonialism and
subsequent stylistic ‘hybridity’. Stylisti-
cally, the figurative elements of the piece
are emphasized in terms of a ‘monumen-
tality akin to that of the dynamic images
of ancient Egypt and archaic Greece.’ An
entire paragraph is dedicated to a biogra-
phy of Terence Barrow, of impeccable
pedigree, justifying his knowledge claims:
‘Of a pioneer New Zealand family, he has
known as friends many Maori wood-
carvers and the Maori people in general.’
The tenuous construction of authenticity
is illustrated perfectly here: the context of
missionary colonialism mentioned just
enough to give the piece historical credi-
bility, and to establish it as an important
representation of Maori ‘culture’, but not
enough to be proved factually incorrect.

Equally, the setting of the piece visually within a context more usually
associated with ‘fine-art’ allows it to be a timeless representation of a
generic, static art tradition, fitting seamlessly into the fine-arts auction
market.

In these catalogues we are given a striking insight into the ways in
which academic knowledge, photographic techniques, visual ‘aesthetic’
criteria, historicity, and provenance are all used in the construction of
market values (estimated prices). Each piece is shown in isolation, stand-
ing upright, lit from above; the pose of standing alone visually express-
ing rarity, justifying price. We can see at once the necessity of visual
aesthetics for the construction of value: techniques of carving, styliza-
tion, and the slick dark patina of aged wood. We see the same pieces
again and again from year to year, the prices varying greatly. Provenance
and historical pedigree are used as a technique of differentiation. Pieces
are held together visually and separated verbally. Each is personified, not
only by the way in which they are photographed individually, with par-
ticular stylistic emphasis on figuration, but by their textual incorporation
into real family trees, which not only include ‘eminent’ colonialists (and
their families back home), but also institutions – the great museums and
universities.

Leafing through back catalogues we can see that the more valuable
pieces are shown to us individually, from several views (mainly front and
side ‘mug-shots’) emphasizing a correlation between visual display and
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price. This style of presentation mirrors the fine-arts museum or gallery,
in which we respect the material on view because of its particular
context, often to the detriment of interaction with the intrinsic nature of
the object itself (see O’Doherty, 1986). Pieces in the catalogue are boldly
lit to highlight the contrast of plane and tone following a traditional
Modernist appreciation of primitive art. This style of presentation is con-
tinued on from the catalogue into the display of objects both in the
auction view and sale.

What is most striking, as we compare the pieces through the cata-
logues across the years, is the similarity of representational convention.
There can be no doubt that each piece is presented in a manner that best
ties it to others, from catalogue to catalogue. There is a paradox here,
borne out in the tension between the estimated price in the catalogue
and the fact that the auction may unpredictably refuse to uphold that
price. Each piece is at once presented as starkly separate, original and
individual, yet at the same time as a type or part of a wider group. This
is the same ironic construction of the authentic object that we have
earlier observed in the rhetoric of the auctioneers, dealers and collec-
tors: pieces are unique, but not ‘too unique’. Hence, the visual display
of objects at auction is vital to the construction of value, and of price on
the day of the auction.

The catalogues become indispensable reference points for the con-
struction of ‘value-histories’ by which objects are compared across
time, by criteria of ownership, provenance, material quality and
previous price at auction. It would be impossible to begin the exercise
of pricing (starting with the attribution of the estimated price) without
a catalogue as fundamental reference point. The catalogue is the place
in which value seems to congeal on the sites of objects. It allows us to
observe the shifts in market prices, the movement of objects through
the market (as private sales and ownership are outlined), and is a visual
marker of the historical accrual of value for particular objects with
reference to their object-types. It is a form of ‘distributed object’ (Gell,
1998) in itself, each object maintains its position in any sale by its cata-
logue lot number and by its relationship to other similar objects in
previous catalogues.

The notion of the catalogue as ‘distributed object’ itself becomes
most apparent if we look at several auction catalogues together. The
conventions of representation that carry on between each one take place
on a limited number of objects: we quickly begin to anticipate what we
might see at each auction. In the Oceanic art section, pieces quickly
become generic: Tongan paddles and headrests; Maori feather boxes,
greenstone pendants and ceremonial staffs; figurative sculpture from
New Guinea; Asmat shields, Hawaiian calabashes. The objects valued
must be ceremonial; if not pre-contact then at least harking back to the
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halcyon days before the colonial invasion. However, the Sotheby’s
auction included pieces collected as late as the 1950s and 1960s. In the
realization that there are fewer and fewer old pieces, newer ones have
to be incorporated to keep the market alive. The market begins to work
through a highly specialized process of recognition by a select com-
munity of knowledgeable persons. The catalogue is the place where
such information is displayed, leading directly to its exploitation at
auction.

There are two catalogues from the Sotheby’s sale (25 May 1999), the
smaller, lots 220–35 entitled ‘African and Oceanic from a Private Col-
lection’, kept separate in order to stimulate greater interest, generating
the highest prices at the auction. The larger catalogue, is divided into
two sale sessions, lots 1–219, and lots 220–82. The smaller catalogue sale
taking place in-between. The biggest, most important pieces are high-
lighted by colour photographs with extensive ‘ethnographic’ notes,
usually broad generic descriptions. Less valuable pieces are photo-
graphed in black and white. Unlike Philips or Bonhams who only photo-
graph the most important pieces at the auction, the Sotheby’s catalogue
illustrates every piece, making itself an invaluable reference tool for 
art historians and museum professionals. Catalogues are thus not 
disposable artefacts, but become pieces themselves, collected, archived,
and cross-referenced.

THE VIEW

If the catalogue is where object-identities in the form of price are first
established textually, visually, and economically, the view and sale are
places where this collection of objects engages directly with a com-
munity of persons; both groups acting together as market agents. Once
the catalogue has been suitably perused from the comfort of home, the
next step in the auction process is to visit the objects. The viewing is
vital to the consolidation of one’s opinions via the controlled sensuous-
ness of the retail strategy of touching and feeling. Walking into Philips
or Bonhams is like visiting a church bazaar or jumble sale. Elderly men
in corduroy with leather elbow patches crouch on the floor, glasses on
the tips of their noses, rifling through cardboard boxes of African masks
crammed on top of Roman flints and Inuit spears. One is as likely to find
an old Pitt Rivers museum label attached to the piece, or some old
colonialist’s spidery handwriting in ink on the underside of a shield, as
one is to find worn masks bought in Nairobi airport only two or three
years ago. Talk of the authenticity of objects lies fundamentally in the
fact that there is always a tension between what the objects are and what
they may be, as a London dealer commented: ‘it is like the opposite of
the antiques road-show mentality, where everything you thought was
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junk may be worth something. Here are things we think are worth some-
thing and a lot of it is junk.’

There is an air of fierce, but humorous competition between dealers,
who stroke and fondle each piece in turn, marking vigorously in their
catalogues. The visitor is protective of the marks he or she has made in
the catalogue. Showing too much interest in a piece will attract other
buyers and potentially push up prices, yet it is vital to watch the other
dealers out of the corner of your eye in order to verify the truth of your
own hunches.

The champagne opening of the Sotheby’s sale is an entirely differ-
ent affair. Structured more along the lines of a fine-art exhibition, from
opening introductory panel to room headings, each piece is mounted on
a plinth or laid carefully on the floor, lit to gallery standards. Yet unlike
a gallery, the glass cases are open – although you may have to ask a
steward to take out a piece for you to handle. Sipping wine delicately,
collectors walk round with the Sotheby’s experts from piece to piece, dis-
cussing ethnographic details, their recent purchases, and vigorously
greeting others of their ilk.

Who are these people? From Philips and Bonhams, to Sotheby’s New
York, the group of buyers is a closed self-conscious community. Strangers
are discounted as tourists or wild cards, objects sold to them are ‘lost’.
Most other objects are passed around from private collection to museum,
to dealer, to private collection in and out of auction in the process. A
curator comments that ‘The main work of the dealer is to try to find out
where the objects are.’ Thus, despite the public nature of the auction
space, it is not in the interest of the participants in the market to culti-
vate its penetration by unknown persons. Whilst it is theoretically poss-
ible for anybody to buy at auction, the kinds of knowledge necessary to
make a successful purchase, and subsequent ambiguities involved,
require membership of a complex social group that negotiates and
enforces such value systems as price.

The preview is where the collectors come out in all their feathers.
Objects are displayed in the context of the display of persons to one
another. Arrive early in the morning on the day of the sale, and you
will come across any serious buyer scrutinizing pieces intensely, check-
ing back to the catalogue, squatting on the floor, crouching in front of
cases. Buying decisions will generally have been made in advance of
the opening of the sale; the view provides material consolidation (or
repudiation) of these choices, and allows one to see what other people
are thinking about buying. People predict outcomes of the sale know-
ingly. The eavesdropping researcher picking up on conversations held
in front of the objects will never know of conversations held in
Sotheby’s offices, or of the telephone calls between dealers and poten-
tial buyers, which begin to organize the outcome of the bidding process
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itself. One curator described to me in detail the process of ‘La revision:
when dealers get together and decide which things will be bought by
whom and for how much. Thus the prices are agreed in the sale so that
they are not in competition with each other, they eradicate the com-
petitive side of the market between themselves.’

THE SALE

The view and sale are the places where the dynamics of the market
become apparent, but to analyse the auction in Smith’s terms as a piece
of theatre where value is performed on the stage of the auction stand
with a cast of dealers, private buyers, museum curators and savvy auc-
tioneers, is to overestimate the importance of the day-event itself, and to
underestimate the complex history that dictates behaviour at the sale.
By including the cataloguing and viewing as intrinsic to the sale process,
I have tried to emphasize that the free-market notion of the auction as a
spatially and temporally bounded production of value is an illusion.
While it is difficult for the researcher to fully understand the complex
social interaction that results in the fixing of price at auction, general
conversation with auctioneers, dealers, and curators highlights the
necessity to view the auction in terms of an intricate economy of infor-
mation centring upon objects. The fact that a buyer’s physical presence
is not required (that you may bid by telephone, by absentee bid, or by
proxy) should also be realized: knowledge is the prerequisite to the
buying, not physical presence at the sale.

Legislation in Britain and America has stipulated that auctioneers
must declare if a piece has not been sold, yet there is a premium on ano-
nymity and secrecy: it is illegal for the auction houses to disclose the
identity of purchasers to the public. The experience of attending an
auction leaves one confused and perplexed. There is no place in an
auction room, apart from the auctioneer’s stand, where one may watch
every bidder. Additionally, pieces are bought anonymously, over the tele-
phone, by agents, by dealers for clients, by dealers for other dealers, and
occasionally by strangers. The gathering of information at the auction
itself is more often than not a Sisyphean endeavour.

Unlike Philips or the Drouôt, Sotheby’s New York has an efficient
system of revolving display which dispenses with the need for apron-
clad porters to hold up each piece. Lots revolve out from behind a curtain
with a dramatic flourish. The sale continues the theme of fine-art display.
Each piece is showcased and spotlit, creating a visual link to both view
and catalogue. Bidders have numbered paddles which they can raise to
bid with, although eye contact with the auctioneer is the most import-
ant way in which the price is raised, making it hard for newcomers. At
Philips, punters are given paper numbers like marathon runners, the
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auctioneer calls out the price to the person. At one auction I attended
the auctioneer repeatedly took bids from ‘the lady in red’, much to the
outrage of a slightly effeminate man in a red shirt sitting in the front
row. It is much harder to gauge who exactly is buying at the Drouôt, as
they do not describe or focus their attention on individual bidders. At
Sotheby’s there is also a second auctioneer who scans the right hand side
of the room to make sure that the principal auctioneer does not miss any
bids. An electronic currency converter on the wall to the right of the lots
keeps a clicking tab of the bidding process, only milliseconds behind the
bids themselves.

The atmosphere at the outset of the auction is tense and breathless.
Bidders are anxious to arrive as late as possible so that they can nab
prime positions at the back of the room. The most serious bidding is
done by those standing at the back, arms folded, scanning the room,
minutely nodding as inconspicuously as possible. At the auction itself,
the objects fade into the background, as they sit smugly upon the revolv-
ing plinth. The real focus is on the development of price, and people
have to concentrate hard upon each other to keep up with the proceed-
ings. The object has been examined carefully before, now all it has to do
is live up to its estimate.

The Sotheby show starts slowly, most lots selling for well within
their estimates, often to absentee bidders. A large number of objects are
passed over.10 Of the Pacific pieces, a set of Maori greenstone pendants
(lots 111–115) are all bought by telephone bids, probably by the same
person, although it is impossible to verify this. A multi-millionaire, cur-
rently collecting Polynesian art very seriously, buys lot 121, a Solomon
Islands outliers figure, for $10,350. Most of the bigger pieces fail to reach
their estimates or are passed over. A major London dealer buys a series
of small wooden Sepik River figures, all pictured together (provenance:
‘collected by Ingebourg de Beausacq in New Guinea in the 1950s’) and
New Guinea masks, all at higher prices than their estimates. People
murmur among themselves about this. He also buys lot 153, one of the
showcase pieces, ‘a rare northern New Ireland mask’. This mask is lav-
ishly illustrated in the catalogue, the value is conjectured primarily by
its affinity to all aspects of primitivism that appeal to the moderns: the
ground of the mask is deathly white, the cowrie eyes glare at you under-
neath a rust ‘mohican’ head-dress (Figure 2). Despite emphasis upon the
rarity of the piece and that it comes from the area of specialization of a
curator at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the piece did not live up to
its predicted value at auction. The estimate was for $40–60,000 and
noticing the slowness of the bidding, the dealer buys it for the lowest
estimate price. My neighbour whispers that the dealer used to own it
himself. One could surmise that this is a safety purchase, an investment
for the future, or that he had a particular client in mind. The cases of
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the New Ireland mask and of the Maori
man demonstrate the fundamental unpre-
dictability in the process of setting price.
In a sense they are both failures of value,
selling for the lowest possible price
despite all efforts made by the auction
house. This unpredictability accounts for
the conservatism and premium on con-
trolled information within the market.

The bidding really picks up at the
start of the smaller catalogue. Prior to the
sale, it was assumed that this would be
where the big money lay, indeed this sale
made $2,900,350, including buyers’
premium, for only 15 objects, as com-
pared to the $2,372,191 of the larger sale
of 220 lots. The first piece in the smaller
catalogue (lot 220) ‘A superb New Cale-
donian bird head club’ sells above its
$10–15,000 estimate for $21,850 to an
anonymous bidder. Many of the other
pieces sell for high prices over the tele-
phone. The star of the show is lot 227, ‘An
important and rare Fang female reliquary

guardian torso’. Estimated at $500–700,000, it sells for $1,542,500 to a
man shaded by a hat at the back of the room. Later that week, I meet
one dealer in the Metropolitan Museum who tells me he bought the
piece and that it ‘just went up the road’ in New York. The piece was
given an added provenance of ownership by a Parisian dealer present at
the sale. When this was announced the room collapsed into spontaneous
hissing and booing. This occurred at another instance, when again, he
added provenance to a piece. This mass expression of scepticism of
dealer’s provenance emphasizes the fact that those participants at
auction are savvy members of a tightly knit clique, and is a direct expres-
sion of the ironies of authenticity that I have highlighted above.

The brief glimpse of the object that we get at the auction itself is the
material consolidation of a complex process of historical value formation
meditated by agents in the market. The unpredictability of bidding as
process enforces a construction of value that must base itself within a
complex economy of information stemming from the social relations of
a relatively closed community of players. The auction exploits the notion
of a public, free market, often to the advantage of private transaction.
Each transaction references previous sales and will affect subsequent
sales, both private and public, and is itself a complex negotiation
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between public and private. This elusive interaction between objects and
persons forces us to look at the auction itself in a wider artefactual
context, from museum, to auction catalogue and view, and then finally
to the sale itself. The Sotheby’s auction ends with a whimper, people
trickling away for the last hour. It is raining outside as we leave, so the
crowd of buyers quickly disperses into taxis and cars.

CONCLUSIONS

The auction sale is a theatrical production of price, created by market
agents, that includes material artefacts as well as persons. It is a per-
formance, complete with stage, lighting, object-props, catalogue-scripts,
and noisy interactive audience – a well-practised pantomime of price.
However, the intensity of this performance may belie the complex and
secretive preceding history of the market that dictates to the event of
sale.

Viewing the auction as a series of processes rather than a singular
event elucidates a working localized concept of value that is both
grounded pragmatically and imaginatively constructed within a social
hierarchy of information; both historical and momentary, material and
abstract. Analysing auctions in terms of events, enhances the interpre-
tation of them as performative ‘tournaments’ of value. It is only by uti-
lizing this form of ‘historical’ analysis that we can understand the ways
in which objects are priced, primarily in terms of authenticity. The
objects themselves play a vital role in marking and upholding these clas-
sifications, a role filled with what Gell (1998) terms social ‘agency’.

The exploitation of criteria of authenticity is pervasive throughout
each event. The value of the authentic, individual object is in a tense
relationship with the generalized commercial value of commodities.
Jamieson’s notion of ‘charismatic value’ is useful here, by which value
is ascribed ‘in the first instance by the attitude adopted towards it’ (1999:
9), highlighting a potential for instability, epitomized by the shifts of
price performed at auction. This concept, linked to an awareness of
transaction histories, allows us to transcend the spatio-temporal fixity
previously accorded to auctions. However, we must also examine how
the object itself is a link that also transcends this. As Keane comments:
‘The materiality of words and things exposes actors and actions to the
social world: as concrete media, words and things are accessible to a
public, bearing formal properties that are open to the evaluative gaze of
others’ (1997: 231). This combined focus allows for the development of
a more insightful methodology of the study of price construction in
markets.

We can now begin to reassess the place of the tribal art object (and
the materiality of commodities) within a reconsidered space of the
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market. Benjamin (1992) emphasizes an inherent ‘modern’ tension
between the art object and its potential as reproduction or mass-pro-
duced commodity. For Benjamin, the ‘reproduction’ (or commodity),
unlike any ‘original’, transcends particular time and space (or market).
It has been my argument in this article that in the auctioning of tribal
arts, the original, ‘authentic’ object also has the power to do this.

In tracing the place of the object in the auction system of value, we
have observed its identification by ironic criteria of authenticity, as the
focus of a dynamic group of market participants; its display both as com-
modity and reified art form in text, image (manipulated using technolo-
gies of mass reproduction, producing many original catalogue-objects,
both in print and on the web), and in actuality. In Benjamin’s often cited
essay, technical reproduction engenders a shift from ‘cult’ to ‘exhibition’
value. Here, at auctions, the so-called cult (or authentic) value of the
piece exists because of value fixed over a series of events, that is in turn
exploited in the exhibition-performance that is price.

The object is the strand that holds the disparate components of the
market together. This object, of paradoxical and ironic authenticity, its
identity vacillating between that of frequently produced commodity and
unique traditional artefact, is both exhibited in the market and sits at the
head of a cult, its material form worshipped by the group of charismatic
actors who sit in front of it and slyly bid.

Acknowledgements

Dr Mike Gunn generously gave invaluable advice, contacts, support and elbow
nudging during fieldwork in New York, made possible by a small grant from the
Anthropology department at UCL. Thanks to Philippe Peltier, Kirk Huffman,
Susanne Küchler, Chloë Colchester, Chris Pinney, Anita Herle, Stephen Neale,
and two anonymous reviewers for the journal, for their insightful comments on
earlier drafts of this article.

Notes

1. Synonymous with ‘Primitive’ art in market rhetoric, ‘tribal arts’ may
include Antiquities, Pre-Columbian, African, Indonesian and Oceanic (or
Pacific) arts, that are seen as inherently ‘traditional’ rather than ‘contem-
porary’. Native American and Aboriginal Australian art are generally sold
separately and are the only tribal arts that are marketed as ‘contemporary’
fine-art.

2. The literature is extensive. See collected volumes edited by Appadurai
(1986), Marcus and Myers (1995), and Steiner and Phillips (1999), also
Thomas (1992, 1994) and Morphy (1995). A recent article in Anthropology
Today by Raymond Corbey briefly describes the African art market in
Brussels (1999). Jeremy MacClancy (1988) does the same for the British
market for Tribal Arts. Plattner (1996) has written one of the first ‘ethno-
graphies’ of the western art market, following on from debates in classic
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economic anthropology. Along with Steiner (1994) this has been one of the
main stimulants of this study.

3. ‘Tournaments of value are complex periodic events that are removed in some
culturally well-defined way from the routines of economic life. Participation
in them is likely to be both a privilege of those in power and an instrument
of status contests between them . . . Finally, what is at issue in such tourna-
ments is not just status, rank, fame or reputation of actors, but the disposi-
tion of the central tokens of value in the society in question.’ (Appadurai,
1986: 21)

4. In a similar mechanism of state control, once objects have been purchased
by the French state, they become inalienable. It is state policy to prohibit
the practice of museums selling parts of their collections. This is a common
practice in American museums where objects are frequently deaccessioned.
See Parke Bernet catalogue (1967) for the auction of deaccessioned objects
from the Rockefeller collection at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New
York. Douglas Newton (pers. comm.) comments that objects were deacces-
sioned if they were ‘duplicates’, highlighting the role of the auction houses
in creating ‘authentic’ museum collections.

5. Although the recent scandal exposed by Christie’s of the rigging of sale
prices, and auctioneers agreements, by both Sotheby’s and Christie’s demon-
strates the ineffectual nature of such legislation, and the reliance of the
market on secrecy and controlled information.

6. See Reitlinger (1982). ‘Primitive Art’ is discussed in Volume III, pp. 638–42. 
7. Paul Bator’s summary ‘The International Trade in Art’ (1981) provides a

useful introduction to some legislative problems concerning the inter-
national art market. With reference to Pacific art, Craig (1992) details the
development of National Cultural Property legislation in Papua New
Guinea, emphasizing the local dealings that supply the western market. He
uncovers a variety of illegal dealings, many involving dealer Wayne
Heathcote who was a major buyer at the May Sotheby’s auction: ‘The activi-
ties of dealers such as Wayne Heathcote, Bruce Lawes and Barry Hoare
rapidly inflated prices for significant old pieces. Mackay’s 1969 Report . . .
mentions a Karawari “cult hook” figure purchased in a village by Heathcote
for $200 and sold to a Professor Carpenter for $7000. When it suited the
dealers and they could get away with it, they offered relatively small
amounts to the owners of old objects. In due course, however, many of the
villagers became aware of the overseas market value of their old heirlooms
and asked for much higher prices; thus the market was even further inflated.
Because of the profits to be made, the dealers were able, to some extent, to
absorb these increases or to pass them onto their overseas clients. They were
even able to use the situation to price the National Museum out of the local
market. As late as 1982, Heathcote was offering double or more what the
National Museum could offer and driving up the prices.’ (Craig, 1992:
99–100)

8. The editorial response of Anthropology Today was ‘We have decided not to
publish in AT either advance information about auction sales, or advertise-
ments by auction houses, since this might contribute to increases in price
levels . . . We intend to include retrospective news of the ethnographic art
market from time to time.’ (Gathercole, 1987: 22)

9. All prices in this study are as quoted in the published results of the auction
houses. This includes (for Sotheby’s) a buyer’s premium of 15 per cent of
the successful bid up to and including $50,000 and of 10 per cent on
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amounts in excess of $50,000. This price does not include sales tax which
in New York City at the time of writing is 8.25 per cent (including buyer’s
premium).

10. At the Sotheby’s sale, out of 382 lots in total, 147 remained unsold. 
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