Our beginner ’s guide to the ar t of the ar t
auction will have you in the know before
the auctioneer can ask, “What am I bid?”

by Judy Aldous • illustrations by Kim Smith

It’s Hammer Time

T

here are two colliding fears you’ll have
at your first art auction. First, you’ll
be terrified that you’ll raise your arm
to wave hello and end up with some
abstract nude you don’t like and can’t afford.
Second, you’ll worry that you’ll never muster the
courage to actually raise that bidding card and
then walk away empty-handed, back to that bare
living room, where the walls will hiss, “Couldn’t
stand the heat, eh?”
The first won’t happen. The second might,
but then again, you might just walk away with a
fabulous piece and get hooked on the thrill of the
bid. Calgary’s art-auction scene isn’t what you
see in the movies. “You’re not going to buy something in error. There’s a public perception that if
you scratch your nose or sneeze, the auctioneer
will sell you something. That is not true,” says
Kevin King, part owner of Hodgins Art Auctions
Ltd., the city’s biggest art-auction house. What is
true is that in one room, you can find 250 to 500
of the highest quality and best-priced pieces of
western art around.
Spring is art-auction season, with the city’s
two biggest auction houses—Hodgins and Levis
Fine Art Auctions & Appraisals—hosting their
spring sales in the next six weeks. (Art auctions
are held again in the fall.) The sales primarily feature paintings by western artists, with an
emphasis on landscapes, and a few sculptures.
Before you go thinking that you might mosey
down and nab a painting that you can sell one day
to put your kids through college, here are some
tips—some gleaned from the experts, some I’ve
learned the hard way—to help you figure out
what you like, how to bid and when to put the
bidding card down and accept defeat.
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Beware the Lady with
the Knitting needles

Don’t Fall in Love online

Before you even go to the auction, check out the paintings online, all of which appear on the auction house's
website. But, as with any online introduction, the real
thing may be neither as tall nor as handsome in person
as he appeared on your screen.
To get to know a prospective painting better, you’ve got
to go to the preview, held a day or two before the big event.
All of the paintings and sculptures are lined up, with biographies of many of the artists available. Wander about,
absorbing the feeling of each piece and seeing what draws
you in. Figure out what your tastes lean to, decide what
you like. See if there are artists you’ve heard about. Contemplate what you can afford. Note that each painting has
a high and a low price estimate attached to it.
Sue Murphy still goes to the previews even though her
bidding card is in semi-retirement. “As you can see, we
don’t have a lot of wall space left, but we go to observe
anyhow. We love going to the previews,” she explained
on a tour of her southwest Calgary home-cum-artgallery, where the walls are chock-a-block with an amazing array of oil paintings, mostly western landscapes. “I
think it’s important to spend a lot of time at the preview.
Then you can really check it out. You can do some research. Come back and check it out. There are the artists’ biographies at the sale. You’re educating yourself,
and then you’re a much better bidder.”
For the past 20 years, Murphy and her husband, Neil, a

retired stockbroker, have been fixtures on Calgary’s fine
art auction scene. They have amassed a collection of
120 paintings, 80 percent of which were bought at auction. They have picked about 10 well-known painters
and focused their collection on them. At the top of the
stairs leading to the second floor, seven Orestes (Rick)
Grandmaisons hang in a row. Son of famed portrait
painter Nicholas de Grandmaison, Orestes is valued for
his paintings of western rural landscapes. The Murphys
love his subtle use of colour.
The couple considers the previews an education. They
read the artists’ biographies and they look closely at the
frames because, as Neil puts it, you’ve got to “learn to
live with the frame.” Reframing is just too expensive.
Doug Levis, owner of Levis Fine Art Auctions & Appraisals, explains that once you’ve attended the preview,
it’s time to do a little research. While he and his team determine the estimate attached to each piece, it’s your job
as a potential purchaser to decide if the appraisal is fair.
“Find out: Is Doug whistling Dixie with these numbers?
Is the estimate of $10,000 to $15,000 on the Ted Harrison a reasonable number?” says Levis, adding: “And you
can check that out by going to galleries, or taking a look
at other auction prices.”
And if that painting you fell in love with online is half
as big as you thought it was and will never fit that space
above your couch, then you’ve spent an evening looking
at amazing western art. Nothing lost.
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At my first auction, I had done
everything right. I’d been to the
preview and found a painting by a
Saskatchewan artist I loved. I did my
research, calling around to various
galleries to see how well he sold. I
arrived early at auction and clutched
my bidding card, anxiously waiting
for my piece (because in my mind,
it was already mine) to be brought
onto the block. Two rows in front
of me sat a woman with her head
bowed, knitting. She appeared to
have taken a wrong turn and ended
up mistakenly at this auction. She
did not fit in. Then there was the
ceremonial arrival of my painting,
carried carefully by two whitegloved men. They placed it on the
easel and the bidding began. I knew
to wait, to let the auctioneer drop
down to $2,000 before jumping
in. That was when the lady knitter
jabbed her needles into her ball
of wool and, with precision and
confidence, lifted that bidding card
again and again. Within 30 seconds
it was over. She was victorious. I was
stunned. She slipped her needles
back out and resumed knitting.
The lesson is that you never
know who’s going to
bid against you.
Never underestimate the competition. See that
guy over there
in the hoodie
and ball cap?
He’s loaded.

Don’t Bid angry

“Bidding angry is like driving angry. A bad idea,” says Rob Stuart, who should
know because he’s done it before. Stuart is a 44-year-old Calgary business
owner who as a teenager had an inauspicious start to his auction career. He
and his sisters bought their parents an anniversary present—a Robert Bateman lithograph—at an auction. They hadn’t considered that you need a credit
card to shop at auction, so they ended up paying for the piece with the emergency card their dad had given them. “So we bought him a present with his
own credit card,” says Stuart. He can’t remember what they paid, “but we
probably overpaid because we were just kids and sticking our bidding card
up in the air was so much fun.” His dad didn’t mind footing the bill, because he
got to dine out on the story for so many years.
Over a quarter of a century later, Stuart still goes to auction, “maybe one a
year,” now armed with his own credit card. “I may skip a year if we don’t have
much money.” He remembers a painting he particularly liked, with an estimate of $1,200. “It went from $5 to $1,200 so fast that I didn’t have a chance
to bid. I was so mad I didn’t have a chance to bid that I went way past my limit.
Thankfully, I got outbid.”
Most auction-goers have a similar cautionary tale to share about the piece
that brought out the “testosterone in the room,” as one put it. Levis recalls a
battle at his Fall 2012 auction. “We set a record on a Margaret Shelton print.
The guy got pissed off because the person he was bidding against had beat him
earlier in a real-estate deal in Banff, and he wasn’t going to get beat again.”
Neil Murphy has seen these bare-knuckle rounds as well, although he knows
when it’s time to gracefully bow out of the ring. “That’s happened to me a
couple of dozen times. You look around and, suddenly, the bidding is getting
interesting and it’s going up in $5,000 increments and it’s Ron Mannix bidding and you say ‘Oh, OK’ and walk away.” (In case you ever encounter them at
auction, Calgary’s Mannix family members made their fortune in construction
and now rank among the country’s wealthiest.)
Then there are the people bidding on the phone. They mean business. At
every auction, you’ll see a row of phones along one wall, manned by auctionhouse employees. At the other end are some deep pockets: collectors, galleryowners, art dealers. The bidding slows down a bit to incorporate them and
they often win, leaving everyone in the room whispering, “Who was that?”

Seek True Love

On occasion, it’s been Brett Wilson on the other end of the
phone, although he swears attending in person is always
best. “I lost a piece the other day because the phone
connection was bad,” he says. Wilson is perhaps Calgary’s
most recognizable philanthropist, passionately giving
away chunks of the sizable fortune he amassed making
deals in the oilpatch. He’s equally passionate about art,
Saskatchewan art in particular. He has a collection of 300
paintings, three-quarters of which he bought at auction.
Wilson can rattle off the names of the artists he tracks
and buys with enthusiasm. “The focus of my collection is
Saskatchewan, 1900 to 1950: (Ernest) Lindner, (James)
Henderson, (Fred) Loveroff, (Ronald) Bloore, (Augustus)
Kenderdine.”
He bought an oil painting by
Lindner, titled “Birches,” at auction 15 years ago for $40,000—
a cool four times the estimated
value. “The estimate was too
low,” he says. “It was worth it.”
Petro-fortunes aside, Wilson’s
biggest recommendation
is to “go with what you
like. It’s great to choose
a [theme] for your collection. I met someone
the other day who loves
buying art with a canoe in it.
Another only buys contemporary. Fall into a genre you’re going
to be happy with because you’d like
to continue it.”
King agrees. “My best advice to a new person is to buy
the best quality painting that they can afford on their
budget. Don’t buy one painting of lesser quality. Buy one
good painting. If you buy 10 paintings at $100, they are
always going to be worth $100. If you buy a painting of
better quality, it will likely increase in value.” He notes that
original Canadian art is also a tax writeoff, so long as it
hangs in an office, home or elsewhere.
And make sure you love it. Don’t worry about what
others think. It will be something you’ll share your home
with for many years. That’s been Neil’s guiding principle. “The bottom line still is we buy what we like. Doesn’t
really matter if it’s not the artist’s primo expression. If we
like it, that’s the most important thing. Because we’re not
thinking about resale.” At the same time, they try to keep
an open mind. Sue says they didn’t originally like the work
of Alberta print-maker John Snow, “but by the end of our
intensive auction attending, we bought a lot of John Snow.”

twenty-nine

Sold, to the highest bidder
It helps to know a bit of auction lingo before you
go waving that bidding card around.

Don’t Skip an
RRSP Contribution

We all love the story of the painting on Grandma’s wall someone
inherits and then sells to finance a
vacation. But that won’t happen at
auction. As art lover Neil Murphy
points out, when you factor in the
15 to 17 percent buyer’s premium
you pay at sale, the GST and then
the consignor’s fee for re-selling,
which ranges from 10 to 30 percent, it’s tough to make money. “It’s
a serious haircut. You know what
the buyer’s premium is? And it’s
the same or worse when you sell.
So a painting would have to go up
50 percent [in value] just to break
even. So you’d have to be smarter
than we are to make money at it.”
Now, of course, there is one exception to Murphy's rule, and it hangs
over his fireplace. The painting,
of a Montreal market, is by artist Armand Tatossian. (Let us now
pause to allow all the art connoisseurs out there to exhale, “Ahhh, a
Tatossian….”) The couple bought it
at auction in 1993 for $2,300. Tatossian, who died last summer, now
sells for anywhere from $40,000 to
$250,000. An Armenian-Canadian
painter based in Montreal, Tatossian was the youngest member ever
accepted to the Royal Canadian
Academy of Arts (RCA). His colourful paintings are to be found in
museums and private collections
all over the world.

Go for the Show

Set a Limit and Then
(Sometimes) Break It

Consider the 10:30 p.m. Paintings

You might not get rich buying art at auction, but you
may well get a deal. This, of course, is why so many
people go: the art is well-priced. King stresses that his
estimates are 90 percent accurate, but allows that deals
can be found. Take Rob Stuart. He owns a Pierre Bedard
oil on canvas—a painting of a fish—that he loves and
thinks he got for a steal. “I saw one of his pieces at a local gallery. It was $1,200; we bought ours at auction for
$600,” Stuart says with a touch of glee.
So, if your budget doesn’t allow you to bid against
the Brett Wilsons, the Mannixes and the phone bidders
of the world, then hang tight; closer to the end of the
thirty

auction, some of the more reasonably priced pieces come
up—the 10:30 p.m. paintings, we’ll call them. The Murphys have a few of these end-of-auction paintings. While
the walls of their home drip with the work of artists you
might recognize—Melissa Drysdale, Lowrie Warrener
and Illingworth Kerr, for example—a giant still life occupies a prominent place in the middle of their living
room. “That big thing over there,” says Neil, pointing
to the oil on canvas, “that’s a last-half-hour purchase. I
kind of like it. Who painted it? I don’t even know. After
10 o’clock, that’s when you get the better prices. There’s
less competition. Half the people have gone home since
it started at 7:30.”

All seasoned auction-goers will tell
you to set a limit on how high you’ll
bid on a painting you fall in love
with. That way, if you meet your
own lady with knitting needles, you
won’t get carried away. But then, in
the same breath, they’ll tell you to
be prepared to surpass it. “Typically
you won’t regret spending a little
more on what you love. I do regret
things I didn’t buy,” says King.
If you do start to worry that you’ll
be sleeping in the garage if you
return home having spent what
you’ve just bid, you do have that
beautiful-but-brief moment between the “going twice” and “gone”
to retreat. You retreat by unequivocally letting the auctioneer know
you can’t go on. I’ve never seen it
happen, but yelling “No!” would
work. Or dramatically tearing up
your bidding card. Or faking a
seizure. Anything that says, “Oh
my God, what am I doing?” should
automatically stop the auction (and
subject you to a life of art-auction
shame, but that’s another story).
Just be quick about it. After that
hammer drops, it’s yours.

In the end, the only thing you can be sure of at
the two upcoming art auctions is that you’ll be
entertained. There’s always one painting that
provokes a bidding war; there’s the peoplewatching when you try to match faces with
pocket books. And, of course, there’s the auctioneering itself.
“This isn’t a livestock auction where the guy
is talking a mile a minute,” says Levis, who will
act as auctioneer at the April 21st sale (see sidebar below). “I can’t do that. Most of my clients
couldn’t understand me if I did.” But he keeps
up a good pace all the same, selling one painting
every 60 seconds. And once a painting reaches
a certain price, he ensures the bid increments
are substantial so that “I don’t bore the heck out
of the crowd by going $5,000 and then going
$5,050. Oh heavens, how long is this going to go
on?” Remember: within seconds, a valued painting can rise by a few thousand dollars. S

Let the Games Begin
Levis Fine Art Auctions & Appraisals: The first of the season, this fine-art auction goes

Sunday, April 21, 1 p.m. at Ross Glen Hall on the Mount Royal University campus (4825 Mount
Royal Gate S.W). For previews and more information, call 403-541-9099 or see levisauctions.com.

Hodgins Art Auctions Ltd.: Held over two evenings at 5240 1A St. S.E., Hodgins' fine-art

auction runs Monday, May 27, and Tuesday, May 28, starting at 7 p.m. For previews, consignments
and more information, call 403-252-4362 or see hodginsauction.com.

Preview: This is your chance to “meet” the paintings
in person, prior to the auction. Previews are usually held
on the two days leading up to the big event. Up to 1,000
people typically attend the previews at Hodgins Art
Auctions Ltd.
Estimates: The auction house’s “guestimate” of what
a painting will sell for includes a low and a high range.
They’re usually pretty accurate, although every auction
features a bidding war that blows the estimate away.
Reserve Bid: This refers to the price below which a
painting will not be sold. Most paintings at live auctions
have reserve bids, which are typically 60 to 70 percent
of the low end of the estimate. (Check out the online
auctions—no reserve bids here!)
Bidding Card: When you register at auction, you’ll
receive a rectangular piece of paper with a number on
it. You must provide credit card information to get a
bidding card. Sorry, no paddles like you see on TV.
Auction Block: This is the raised area where an art
object is placed when its turn is up.
Increment: The amount by which bids are increased—
usually 10 percent. For example, if the opening bid is
$5,000, the auctioneer will then ask for $5,500. Smaller
increments make for a tedious auction.
Lot: Every item up for auction is considered a “lot.”
Make sure you know the lot number of the piece you
covet. Be ready to bid when your lot approaches
because it happens quickly.
Absentee (Proxy) Bid: If you’re unable to attend
the auction in person, you can ask the auction house
to make a confidential bid on your behalf. The auction
house staff won’t go above a set amount unless you’ve
authorized them to do so.
Phone Bid: This is another way to bid when you can’t
be there. An auction house staff member does what you
tell them to do. There are a limited number of phones,
and therefore a limited number of phone
bidders to do your, well, bidding.
Hammer Price: This is the top price the piece has
fetched as the hammer comes down. It is not what
appears on your credit card statement because you
still have to factor in the buyer’s premium and GST.
Buyer’s Premium: Consider this the profit margin
for the auction house. It’s the 15 to 17 percent you pay on
top of the sale price. Be sure to factor it in before you go
wild with your bidding card.
Consignor’s Fee: Should you want to sell an item,
this is what you’ll pay the auction house to auction it off.
The fee ranges from 10 to 30 percent, depending on the
value of the item. —Judy Aldous

