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 PORTFOLIO – AN INTERVIEW WITH: HANS NEUENDORF, ARTNET  
 

“The Vast Majority of Art Deals Will 
Take Place Online in the Future” 

 

It is believed that web auctions have the potential for expansion—the Internet 
as the perfect sales channel for artworks 

 
Börsen-Zeitung, 6.9.2012 

 
 Mr. Neuendorf, artnet has 

gone through many highs and 
lows. Now and then, you have 
also sold artworks from your 
private collection to provide 
capital for your firm. How 
often did you almost consider 
giving up? 

We have actually had to overcome 
quite a few challenges in the past. But 
giving up was never an option for us—in 
particular for me personally. I was—and 
still am—convinced that my fundamental 
idea that artnet should bring transparency 
and liquidity to the art market is correct. 
The current trend confirms this belief: 
artnet is profitable, it is built on solid 
foundations, and it is continuously 
bringing new products to market. I think 
that I’ll be able to keep my private 
artworks from now on! 

 

 The shares in artnet have been 
showing some movement 
again over the past few weeks. 
Some companies have 
invested in artnet. Weng Fine 
Art for instance has acquired a 
4% stake in artnet. Does this 
represent an attempt at a 
hostile takeover? 

Weng is an artnet client. He generates 
a high turnover from artnet Auctions and 
also utilises our Price Database to 
determine the geographical price 
asymmetries that form the basis of his 
business. His company is therefore 
dependent upon artnet in two different 
ways. A position for him on the artnet 
Board of Directors, which he has actually 
aspired to for several years, would not be 
a good idea because that would mean a 
clear conflict of interests. I am somewhat 
surprised and amazed that he has used his 
capital to purchase artnet shares instead 
of investing in his own company. On the 
other hand, Weng is not the only person 
that has come to realize the benefits that 
our firm offers. Russian entrepreneur 
Vladimir Evtushenkov, who in the past 
has already made several offers to acquire 
a majority stake in artnet through his 
emissary, Sergey Skaterschikow, holds a 
7.3% stake in the Californian investment 
house,  
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Artis Capital, and continues to purchase 
its shares on the stock exchange on a 
daily basis. This is clearly a hostile 
takeover attempt because Artis, 
Evtushenkov, and Weng are coordinating 
their efforts here. 
 

 artnet was an early player in 
the online art market. How 
did the industry react? 

We brought fresh impetus to the staid 
and closed industry. Of course that was 
not well received in all corners of the art 
world, in particular due to the fact that 
many of the sector’s stakeholders had 
been enjoying rather good earnings 
because the market was so untransparent. 
In the beginning we were ridiculed and 
most probably underestimated. That has 
changed however, because we became a 
significant player in the art market 
relatively rapidly. Today, they are all 
using our services: gallery owners, 
dealers, artists, and buyers—to 
everybody’s advantage.  

 In such turbulent times, 
many people from outside 
the industry are investing in 
art. But they are only buying 
the best known names. What 
is your opinion on the trend 
in prices? 

The current trend in prices is 
attributable to a single cause: the lack of 
certainty among inexperienced buyers 
means that works by well-known artists 
are being sold more often. This manifests 
itself in increasing prices for the works 
of a decreasing number of famous artists, 
who are spontaneously developing into 
their own brands. Damien Hirst is an 
excellent example of this phenomenon. 
The high cost structure of the big auction 
houses, together with their efforts to 
avoid risk has the effect that only these 
“fashionable artists” are approved for the 
auctions. This means that today’s art 
market offers a popularity selection, but 
not a quality selection. The low number 
of these brand-name artists, upon which 
all of the purchasing power has become 
concentrated, is leading to spiralling 
prices. A correction here has doubtlessly 
been overdue for a long time. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Does a lot of speculation take 
place on the art market? How 
great is the risk of a 
speculative or price bubble? 

No more speculation takes place on 
the art market than for other classes of 
asset. The extreme value placed on the 
works of fashionable artists and on 
irreplaceable masterworks from past 
centuries is always sensationalised in the 
press. In fact it is amazing that people 
are actually willing to transcend even the 
most outrageous boundaries as a result of 
their convictions and beliefs. 

 What role here does the 
money play that is rushing 
into the market from the far-
eastern countries, Russia, 
and the Arabian States? Are 
more investors buying art as 
a pure capital investment 
than before? 

Capital investment is not as often the 
sole motive as many people might think. 
For the emerging upper class in countries 
such as China, Russia, and the Arabian 
countries, art is of course a desirable 
status symbol. On top of this are the 
hedge fund managers and speculators on 
the stock exchanges that are sitting on a 
huge amount of money. This money is 
currently flooding the market because 
everyone wants to buy. This is driving 
prices up. I have already experienced 
several similar situations; and they recur 
on a regular basis. This is the reason why 
artworks are sold for such absurd sums, 
for instance the recent sale of Munch’s 
The Scream for US$120 million. A 
positive side effect of this is that the 
huge sums that are changing hands are 
causing a redistribution of wealth from 
the super-rich to the collectors and art 
dealers who are selling the works. In this 
context there is a further interesting 
phenomenon—one that we are aware of 
from China. Comparatively unknown 
artists that have not yet made a big name 
for themselves are becoming highly 
successful there over just a short period 
of time. The situation in India is similar. 
There, hundreds of thousands of dollars 
are being paid for works by artists who 
are as yet unheard of here. This means 
that there are very buoyant local art 
markets there that function using the 
same model as western art markets. 



 artnet receives less 
commission on the sale of a 
painting than other auction 
houses. Potential purchasers 
have no costs for 
transportation, insurance, 
exhibition, or catalogues—but 
they also do not have any 
security. Do they trust the 
portal? 

At artnet we do not offer less 
security—we offer more. Clients receive 
advice from experienced professionals 
and in addition, artnet offers a wide range 
of information that helps even 
inexperienced purchasers to reach their 
buying decision. You have to realize that 
e-commerce is fundamentally built upon 
trust. But the best thing about dealing 
online is that—as a result of the consumer 
power of Internet customers—
disreputable sellers cannot exist for very 
long, particularly in the online world. We 
have sold some 9,000 works of art during 
our daily online auctions since artnet was 
launched in 2008. During that time there 
has never been a single incident. The 
people involved in the art world know us, 
and they appreciate the service we 
provide. 

 With artnet, potential 
purchasers are not able to 
inspect the lots prior to the 
auction. How can purchasers 
be certain that they are 
receiving an original? 

In reality, by far the majority of 
bidders do not actually inspect the works 
personally before the auction takes place. 
Bids are primarily made on the basis of 
illustrations in the catalogue. Nowhere 
else will bidders receive more 
information about the artworks than with 
us. artnet provides all possible details 
about the work, including informative 
pictures of it. In addition, potential 
purchasers are also able to view the prices 
that similar works have achieved in the 
past. On the subject of originals, all of the 
artworks that we sell via artnet Auctions 
are of course first inspected by experts, 
and our specialists know both the 
suppliers and the artworks themselves. 
We have therefore, never had a dispute 
about the authenticity of any work. The 
apparent problem of authenticity exists 
primarily in the minds of laymen. 

 You have placed your focus 
upon artworks in the lower 
price range. How difficult is it 
then to obtain higher-priced 
works? 

That is only partly correct. One must 
take into consideration the fact that the 
larger auction houses are highly selective 
when organizing their auctions because, 
as a result of their higher cost base, they 
want to be certain that they will also be 
able to sell the works. This selection is 
not based upon the quality of the 
artworks; it is based instead upon 
popularity. artnet does not have such 
costs and is therefore able to proceed 
according to either quality or otherwise—
as we see fit—and to include works from 
every segment. This means that artnet has 
become an instrument for democratizing 
the art market. There will of course, 
always be some reservations and we 

are sometimes asked whether the 
Internet is not really just a place for 
dealing with affordable artworks. 
This is just a prejudice. Works of art 
that are expensive and famous sell 
particularly well via the Internet 
because they are branded products; 
and it is not necessary to inspect them 
separately. This fact is underlined by 
the sale of a Warhol painting last year 
for US$1.3 million. But let me tell 
you something else about the price 
class issue. The sensational news in 
the media about art sales has made a 
significant contribution in leading the 
whole world to believe that dealing in 
art is primarily the realm of the high-
price segment. This is wrong! The 
price range between 800 and 10,000 
euros accounts for around 4/5 of the 
worldwide turnover generated by art 
sales. Such sensational, highly-priced 
sales remain the exception. 

 Will art dealing really take 
place on the Internet one 
day? 

Of course! I am thoroughly 
convinced that the Internet is the 
perfect sales channel for art and that 
the majority of art sales will take 
place via the Internet in the future. 
The benefits are easy to see. Online 
auctions allow sellers to reach a 
significantly larger target buyer 
group. They attract lower 
commissions, thereby making them 
considerably less expensive, and the 
processing of purchases is 
significantly faster. While large 
auction houses need up to five 
months to complete the actual sale, 
artnet requires just five weeks.  

 You are considered to be 
one of the pioneers in the 
online art market. What does 
this mean to you? 

There are three underlying 
fundamentals for a functioning 
market. The first is price 
transparency: artnet ensures 
transparency through its online 
auction price database which lists all 
of the prices achieved at auction over 
the past 25 years. The second is 
market overview: the artnet system 
delivers a clear online overview of 
the exhibits from over 2,000 leading 
galleries around the world, with 
176,000 works by 37,000 artists. The 
third is liquidity: artnet facilitates the 
rapid and economic sale of artworks 
during its online auctions. We 
provide our clients with security and 
we are democratizing a market that 
was previously only accessible to the 
elite. At artnet, we want to make it 
possible for everyone to be able to 
assess the value of an artwork. We 
have built up an information resource 
on over 250,000 artists in our 
database. All of this helps art buyers 
to make their purchasing decision and 
has also contributed to making the 
market more transparent. The 
foundation of our business is the 
artnet Price Database which lists the 
prices achieved at auction from over 
700 auction houses worldwide. This 
allows visitors to the site to research 
art sales from all of the auctions held 

worldwide back as far as 1985—now 
over 7 million lots. Today, the 
overall art market makes its 
decisions on the basis of our price 
database. 

 You advertise a system that 
compares and values 
artworks with financial 
indices such as the S&P 500 
and the Dax, or even with 
gold prices. How can such 
indices help when 
purchasing an artwork? 

That’s why we recently launched 
the artnet Index. Following the 
model of a share index, our indices 
reflect the price trend of a particular 
artist. These indices form the 
primary component of the new 
artnet Analytics Reports, a 
comprehensive analysis of the 
individual trends attributable to the 
most important artists. To-date, such 
an instrument that delivers 
exhaustive and statistically-sound 
information on price trends in a 
clear and comprehensible manner 
was not available to the market. We 
are closing this gap with the artnet 
Indices in a further step towards the 
professionalization of the art market. 
Using the artnet Indices, art 
purchasers can assess whether 
works of art by Damien Hirst, Andy 
Warhol, or Gerhard Richter for 
instance, would make a sensible 
investment in comparison with 
stocks and shares (benchmark 
indices: S&P 500, Dow Jones, 
FTSE 100 and Dax) or gold. With 
the C50TM reference Contemporary 
Art Index, artnet has developed a 
further industry sector index that 
provides an indication of the price 
trends for the 50 most important 
Contemporary artists. 

 What do you think of the way 
in which auction trading is 
developing on artnet? 

We are very pleased with the 
development of artnet Auctions. Our 
product has been available on the 
market for 4 years now. The 
commission income from artnet 
Auctions exceeded the threshold of 
2 million euros for the first time in 
2011 with a gross margin of 19%. 
Overall, artnet has dealt in art sales 
worth 10.7 million euros (hammer 
price). The auctioning of works by 
Andy Warhol, John Chamberlain, 
Damien Hirst, and Nam June Paik 
has been a significant contributory 
factor in achieving this result. 
During the first quarter of 2012 
turnover generated by the online 
auctions grew by 37% in 
comparison with the previous year, 
to 4.7 million euros. The average 
prices of the auctioned lots 
increased from 4,700 euros to 
almost 7,500 euros. This 
development signifies the increasing 
acceptance of online auctions for 
works of art. 
....................................................... 
The questions were asked by Anna 
Perucki.  



The English text is a translation realized by Deman Übersetzungen. The original article was published in 
German, in Börsen Zeitung Nr. 109, on June 9, 2012. 
 
Read the original article in German here: http://www.artnet.de/about/pdfs/2012/de/20120609_Börsen-
Zeitung_der-gresste-teil-der-kunsthandels-wird-online-ablaufen.pdf 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ID: 2012109022 

http://www.artnet.de/about/pdfs/2012/de/20120609_Börsen-Zeitung_der-gresste-teil-der-kunsthandels-wird-online-ablaufen.pdf
http://www.artnet.de/about/pdfs/2012/de/20120609_Börsen-Zeitung_der-gresste-teil-der-kunsthandels-wird-online-ablaufen.pdf

