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WAVA CARPENTER: Welcome, once again, to our Design Miami/ Design Talks for 2007. This talk will explore design collecting. I'd like to introduce Lauren Schuker as our moderator. She's with the Wall Street Journal and she'll be asking gallerists, auction houses, and collectors how they work and how you can work with them. Thanks.

LAUREN SCHUKER: All right, thank you all for coming. Today's subject is collecting design. So we're going to talk about some of the strategies of major collectors of design and also discuss how the art and design markets relate. This topic is especially important these days as the fine art market – because of skyrocketing prices in that market – have fueled the design area. And there have been a lot of changes recently, as our panelists are going to discuss. 

We have five panelists today and they are all worldwide experts in this area, so you're very lucky to hear from them. I've interviewed a number of them for my stories for the Wall Street Journal, and they really know their stuff. 

So the first is James Zemaitis. James is the head of the design department at Sotheby's. He's known as the "It" boy in the design world, according to the New York Times, my rival. He's responsible for marketing a lot of this newer design that we're seeing at this fair to a new breed of collector. He's traveled the world looking for designers and he knows the area very well from both the primary and secondary market side. 

Our next panelist is Mark Benda from the Friedman Benda gallery.  Mark has been dealing for about 12 years and knows the primary market side. He works with designers on a first-hand basis and sells to collectors out of the gallery, so he'll be giving us a perspective from that end. 

Our next panelist is Kenny Schachter, and Kenny is an artist himself and a design dealer. He works extensively with Zaha Hadid. I've actually had the privilege of being in Kenny's house in London and seeing his collection, so he'll be able to talk to us as both a dealer and a collector today. 

Our next guest is Sheldon LaPierre from Artnet.  Artnet is the tool of transparency in the art world. It's a database of all the auction prices of artworks, and Artnet recently launched a design database, so it has all the prices for design works, as well. And it's a tool that experts in the art world use all the time. I use it 16 times a day. Sheldon will tell us a bit about that site, and how you can use it to build your own collections. 

And last but not least we have Craig Robins, who is the principal of Design Miami and a real estate developer here in the city. He was born in Miami and will be giving us a perspective about collecting design and art. He's been doing that for many, many years now.  

I thought we'd start with a few topics and then we can have some questions from the audience towards the end. The first question I thought I would ask all of you, in your different roles in this world, what are the biggest changes you've seen in the design world in the last five years in terms of the collectors, in terms of what you're selling, in terms of interest? Why don't we start with you, James?

JAMES ZEMAITIS: Terrific. It's kind of funny because I think a lot about the press that we receive at Sotheby's, and it focuses heavily on the contemporary design, or limited-edition market at auction.  But in fact, really, that's only about 5% of the market at auction. Because we are, of course, a secondary market, and we are only still dipping our toe into the waters of working with contemporary designers who may have enough lasting impact, you might say, that they can already have their own secondary market. 

And we are a secondary market. We're not a primary market, the way Friedman Benda is. For me, it's kind of interesting because I've spent significant amounts of my time – and you can see it in the fair here – working on postwar design in addition to contemporary design. And at Sotheby's, I think we've taken a position where we're maybe not quite as aggressive at auction with the things that are being made yesterday. The record prices that we're achieving and when we're having the most success – as opposed to just having a lot that kind of squeaks on by – is the works that are really from the beginning of the contemporary design era: the Lockheed Lounge, the blue chips that are setting everything else in terms of the primary market into place. 

LS: Let's hear from some of the dealers on the panel about these changes. Is that similar in your field?

MARK BENDA: I think what surprises me most is that nowadays you have a fair almost entirely devoted to post-war and contemporary design and so many people are coming. Five years ago, I don't think you would have had a tenth of the visitors and a tenth of the media attention that we have today. That's a huge change in five years. 

LS: Are you also focusing on blue chip works the way that James is? Or are you marketing the designs made yesterday to collectors? And what's most popular? 

MB: It's a mix of both. I'm trying to focus on the blue chip that's made today and on the major artists that are active today. And then you throw in the mix some young, really talented designers and some oldies who do really fantastic stuff that you can rediscover. It's like how an art gallery works.

LS: Is that true for you, Kenny?

KENNY SCHACHTER: In a sense, five years ago this market really didn't exist in the segment that we're talking about. So the changes have been so frenetic. There would have been no forum for this discussion five years ago. I always incorporated design into my exhibitions. I'm a contemporary art curator and dealer, and I write on art, as well. I’ve always incorporated design into my early exhibitions simply for the reason of making the exhibitions more accessible and more comfortable and more welcoming, because so much art that you see today incorporates text and video and the architecture of galleries. Pretty much the world over, they’re uniform in terms of being a cement box and not very comfortable. So in that sense, I began working with designers simply to provide solutions for seating within the exhibitions I curated in the early 90s, and I continue to always incorporate furniture into the exhibitions I organize. 

I think now we are seeing a lot of fervor in the market because of some of the activities of the auction houses. Where Sotheby's have picked up and been more active in the more established work, Phillips has taken the lead in the very young work, and that creates a lot of excitement. Now here we are at this design fair, and there's been a whole element of glamour introduced into it and so forth. So I think it's rapidly evolving to the point now where you see galleries like Gagosian showing Marc Newson, and Raphael Yablonka in Germany showing Ron Arad. I think at the design fair now there's about 30 galleries. I think in 10 years there'll be 300 galleries doing this. And in 10 years, every gallery should have two or three industrial designers or architects working with them. 

LS: And Sheldon, you're the gatekeeper of data on this field. So what has that shown us about changes in the last five years? 

SHELDON LAPIERRE: Well I can tell you that contemporary designers continue to receive large amounts of searches on Artnet. Zaha Hadid, for example, received about 16,000 searches last year, which is quite a large number. I can tell you that somebody like George Nakashima, more classically orientated designer, received about 2,400 searches. So at Artnet, I think people are coming to learn more about contemporary designers, in terms of a mass audience, than the more dealer-driven audience coming to learn about classic 20th century designers. Certainly we've noticed a huge increase.

LS: And Craig, tell us from a collector's perspective. You've been collecting for a long time. In terms of collecting art and design, what changes have you seen? Is it different to collect design versus art? Are there different strategies you use?

CRAIG ROBINS: I think that collecting is collecting. What was so inspiring to me was when I actually discovered that design was as collectible as art. A lot of that had to do with the close relationship that I have with Ambra Medda and also her mother, Giuliana, who knows so much about the history of modern design. They really opened my eyes to designers like Gio Ponti, for example, and other Italian designers. What I was most surprised by, and the big contrast, is that, as an art collector, there's really no material. It's very hard right now to get access to the best material. There's enormous demand, and everything is, to some degree, tapped out. Whereas with design you can walk through this show and see unbelievable masterpieces that are still available. And as a collector, that's what you really want. You want access to great material, and that's a big thing that's transformed. 

The other thing, for me personally, is just working with these dealers. The quality of the dealers, especially in this show, is so extraordinary. It gives me a lot of confidence as a collector. I've learned a lot from Mark and Kenny, and they've really exposed me to a lot of new things. Overall, the last piece of it is that working with these quality dealers has given me additional confidence that this is vital. And finally, when you live with art and design, the universe really expands in an exceptional way. 

LS: And for collectors here who are looking to buy design, given to collecting in that area, do you advise them to buy on the primary market through dealers or at fairs, or do you advise them to buy at auction from someone like James? What's the best route to go?

CR: I'm a little reluctant to say exactly, but my strategy with auction is to find things that are unpopular, bargains, because the auction is a place where, if something is really good and it's not hot, you can get it for an incredible price. Aside from that, I would always work with the dealers and try to buy the primary material, because if something is hot and it's in auction, the price can spiral. If two wealthy people want something, it could be ridiculous. And that's something that I always try to avoid as a collector. Sorry, James. [Laughter]

LS: Is that something that you've seen? Do you have a response?

JZ: Oh god. I would say that the vast majority of collectors who form the most exciting futuristic collections are the guys who are buying lots that are selling, as we say, on the reserve. Works that show up in Sotheby's Amsterdam that nobody knows about. There's so many tales of great works of postwar Italian Radical Design just popping up at some of the smallest auction houses everywhere. Yet at the same time, what's fascinating is that obviously Sotheby's and Christie's in New York have the biggest names in terms of the auction house business. But in our world, when I'm competing to get a specific piece, I'm often competing against three or four auction houses, because so many of the clients, whether they are clients of established collections or original owners, are so tuned in to watching prices on Artnet and watching everything online that they know to contact four or five auction houses. If I'm competing for a piece of Nakashima, I'm not competing against Christie's, in fact. I'm probably competing against this guy named David Rago, who's got an auction house in Lambertville, New Jersey. I fight against Richard Wright for certain Scandinavian and Danish design. I fight against LA Modern in Los Angeles for California design. So it's the great kind of collector who's looking at all of those auction catalogues and identifying the things that aren't fashionable but on the cutting edge, in that sense.

LS: So which areas are on the cutting edge? In terms of decades or style.

JZ: Gosh, there's so many. You can see it in the fair right now. You could span geography in terms of everything. For me, one of the things I've been talking about a lot recently is California design. It's on its way up. It's moving very, very slowly, but it's incredibly new and fresh to the secondary market. There's a gallery over there called Reform Gallery that is California woodworking, just awesome pieces by California artisans. Because Nakashima has been so popular, and is so plentiful, yet these works are so hard to find, that when they come up in the auction market, it's hard to price them. At the same time in Europe, what Suzanne Demisch is doing over there in terms of Radical German Design from the 1980s. These are works that never appear in New York auction catalogues or anywhere in America. They appear in Vienna and Cologne at auction houses. That's two of about 18 micro-markets that I'd be like, "Hmm, go for it."

LS: On the primary market, are those similar areas?

KS: What I think is interesting is the field of architecture. There's design, art and architecture. I don't like to differentiate between these different segments of the market because I think something that's good, that has quality… I prefer to blur the distinctions than to continue distinctions. What I think is a new burgeoning field of collecting is someone like Max Protetch, who has sold architectural drawings for 30 years. That was extraordinarily ahead of his time and a really wonderful activity. Now things are changing, for instance, like my relationship with Zaha Hadid, who is building a building for me in the UK, her first in London. It used to be, that an architectural model, for instance, or a drawing, was the purview between the client and the architect, and it went into either the archives of the architect or the client would get a hold of it. In the retrospective of Zaha at the Guggenheim, there were 150 paintings before the advent of computer design. She would primarily pitch the buildings that she was proposing via oil paintings on canvas. And they are some of the most extraordinary paintings you've ever seen. And they reference things like Julie Mehretu or Russian Constructivism (which is a strong influence in her work). My idea was to take some of these models and to edition them so a collector can, in a sense, domesticate a Zaha building and have it on a coffee table. She's literally held on to every painting she's ever made, so over the last few years I've been asking her to make paintings for a collectible market. So Phillips again, sorry to keep bringing up Phillips, but, in April they have a sale that's focused on architecture. 

I started, aside from all the other careers I had, in emerging art. And 10 years ago, the art world was unrecognizable to how it is now. And what I love so much about architecture and design is, as Craig was saying, that the art fair is like a rally race, and buying art and collecting is a slow-burning process. It's not about jumping over people and trying to get there first. What interests me is that the design world and the architecture world are in the embryonic stages of a market, when they are extraordinarily accessible. So $5,000 will get you something quite significant, and that to me instills a great amount of happiness and excitement.

LS: Let's get back to the emerging areas. Mark, in your gallery what kind of artists are you working with and who are you identifying as cutting edge? Where are these designers from?

MB: Our approach is not so much about hype. It's about identifying major people who do major pieces. In the end for us, it's always about the object and an object that has stood for 40 years and is still great as well as an object that comes out today and makes your heart beat. That's what you look at. I wouldn't want to mention any names, because some of them are people I've been working with for five years or longer and still every time I see something new [from them], it makes my heart beat. Ron Arad's been hyped up for years, and there's a good reason for it. Because every single piece that comes out, at least I believe, is an absolute masterpiece. There are younger guys, like Joris Laarman, that came out last year with us at the design fair, and in February, they were part of a MoMA show, and Domus Magazine devoted six pages just to the making of these pieces. That's real hype. But it doesn't mean you have to buy him as opposed to anybody else. And when you say hot, it's usually about which prices are going up the most at the moment. 

LS: When you work with collectors in your gallery, do you recommend that they buy one designer, different pieces by that designer? Or try to start by looking at a number of different works? What is the best way to start?

MB: It's usually the collector that comes and says, "I like this," not so much collectors saying "What should I buy?" and then we point at something. It's not a financial decision as much as an aesthetic or an intellectual decision. Do I identify with something or not? 

LS: And Craig, let's get back to your perspective since you're down on the ground. In terms of collecting, what are some of the areas that have interested you this year? What were you most interested in at the fair, in terms of periods of design or certain designers? 

CR: Let's see, this year I've continued to collect work by Zaha. I think that she remains incredibly vital. I got a great light piece from Kenny by Arik Levy. He actually has some of them showing now, which was wonderful. A lot of the performance designers at Design Miami, both in Basel and here, that is a great window to what's happening. It's exceptionally curated, showcasing Maarten Baas' work, for example. Stuart Haygarth is doing these lights which are fascinating. I think he's really wonderful. He's performing this year. I tend to look at the younger designers. In Milan, I saw the new work by Ron Arad and thought that that was really strong and that Ron's continuing to do powerful, new work. Those are just the ones that popped into my head. I probably forgot half of them. 

By the way, we're doing tours. I guess they're over now, but if anybody wants to come by the offices, we have a great exhibition up of the art collection and the design collection. It really shows how it can all work together, mixing the modern and contemporary design and also contemporary art.

LS: Great. I thought I'd return now to everyone's favorite topic, which is:  Is the art bubble going to burst? Is the design bubble going to burst? Art prices have gotten so high, and at the New York fall auctions, everyone was watching to see whether items would bring in as high as their estimates were. So, in the design market – and maybe Sheldon you can start us off – is it seeing the same sky-rocketing prices? Where are we in this market? Is it going to burst? Is it still in this embryonic stage, as Kenny says? 

SL: Well we're beginning now to very clearly see the shift from more of an Art Deco/classically modern orientated market to a more cutting-edge design market, in terms of prices that are received and overall traffic on Artnet. Artnet receives a lot of traffic for classic designers from a decorator and designer community, as well as a dealer community. Those numbers usually clock in at around 2,000 or 3,000 annual searches, but designers that have 10,000, 15,000, 20,000 searches a year, like Marc Newson and Zaha like I was mentioning earlier, show that there's a real pivotal shift taking place. I see that more of the Tiffany sales, the Tiffany material, is reaching a sort of cap, at least from the traffic our data shows, with the shift moving into more of the contemporary side of things. So whether it will burst or not, from what I'm able to gather from the field, is that because the art market itself is so strong, people are continually looking for top-end design, for prototypes, for one-of-a-kinds, for very specific niche markets. So I would say that it's going to continue to grow. 

KS: I have a quick question. Is that data publicly available? The amount of searches that an individual artist receives?

SL: It's not publicly available on Artnet, but I can certainly let you know. 

[Laughter]

LS: Make sure to ask now then. 

Well James, you work at an auction house, and you see these skyrocketing art prices. Where do you see the design market?

JZ: It's very funny, because Sotheby's is bearing the brunt of a lot of the questioning recently, because we're the only publicly traded auction house. And the Sarbanes Oxley Act we have embraced openly, as a company that's both a convicted felon and a publicly traded company [Laughter], we've decided that we are going to give more data to people than our rivals in every way. And so we re-launched the website, and we've really tried to make it more about open disclosure – as much as you can in this secretive world. And our CEO, Bill Ruprecht, he's like, “People keep asking me if the art world is going to crash. It's like, Of course it's going to crash.” He's like, “It always crashes. It's an up and down cycle. It happens again and again and again all the time.”

LS: What goes up must come down.

JZ: What goes up must come down. But it doesn't mean it's going to crash in six months. I think what we're doing at Sotheby's in terms of that – and I see it actually trickling down into my market – is the internationalization of the art market and the incredible, rapid expansion of collectors in Asia, in Russia, and interestingly in Europe. Obviously with the weakness of the dollar, in my sale of postwar and contemporary design, two or three weeks ago, I had a huge percentage of buyers who were European now, instead of American. The cliché American contemporary art collector was not as evident as usual. 

And it's funny, in what is a blue chip, earlier postwar designer like George Nakashima. I've seen bidding from Korea, from Latin America, and interestingly enough, huge amounts of bidding from London in a way that was not just an American thing anymore. Sheldon was talking about the Tiffany lamp thing. (And I'm actually a generalist. I actually do sell Tiffany lamps in my prewar sales). It's funny because I wonder, since Artnet is so based on the art market, if some of the traditional decorative arts collectors know about Artnet in the same way as obviously contemporary art collectors do. So maybe some of that data is hard to measure. I wouldn't be surprised if American-based collecting – and we're seeing it to some extent in traditional areas like American Art recently and Tiffany lamps – starts to go down. But in other areas of my own sales, it's going to get better and better, because of the different geographies and cultures of people who are now acquiring money and acquiring a love for this.

CR: I think there's a big misconception about this art market bubble. What's really going to affect the market is the economy. If the world economy gets significantly worse and people have fewer resources, the art market is going to get affected in a significant way. Otherwise, I would say there is more likely to be shifts. Contemporary art might be disproportionately hot right now. So maybe there's too much emphasis on contemporary art relative to very valuable and more important historical art – “historical” meaning 20 years old. In design, it's so much younger, and it's so much less inflated. Still that I think it's less likely to be, at this moment, the kind of problem where you see a bubble. 

Also, the opportunity to have this contemporary limited-edition design is so new that there really isn't a lot of it out there, and you'll see more and more. I think that it still though is going to be a question of what happens in the economy, and if people have less money to buy things, collectibles can often be a much lower priority in a difficult financial time.

KS: In the design world, I don't think there's a bubble. There's basically two or three people that have achieved headline prices, but that's not a bubble. That's Marc Newson, Zaha, Ron Arad, basically, and Ross Lovegrove, a couple of these people. By and large, when you walk through the Moore building and through the design fair, you see many, many designers at extremely reasonable prices. That's not a bubble. I think with the art market, the last recession in the art world was around 1991 – 1990 or 1991 – and the market didn't constrict, the market evaporated. And I think that the last 10 years has seen more growth and change in the landscape of the machinations of the market, more change in the past 10 years than in the previous 100 years. Whereas before when there was a market, the good, the bad and the ugly tanked in unison altogether. 

\When I started my career curating emerging art exhibitions, I would get calls from the New York Times or various art magazines. During the week of Frieze last October, I was on the phone with Forbes, Fortune, the Wall Street Journal, Financial Times. Art is now a recognized financial asset class, and it's a different universe. So with these difficult uncertain times that we are entering economically, I think there will not be this kind of climate where you can't sell a Picasso. I think what we'll see, like what Craig said, there will be pockets of recessions within the art world. Where a lot of these younger artists selling for seven figures between the ages of 35 and 45, or 35 and 50 is a tricky thing in my mind. Whereas at the beginning of my career, I would only ever exhibit an artist in any scenario that had never had gallery affiliation ever before. Some of these people that I used to work with couldn't give the work away are now selling for seven figures. As a result, I just sort of run backwards the other direction, and I'm collecting people like Richard Artschwager and masters in their 70s and 80s that are trading at a fraction of the cost of young artists. I live in London now. I think a lot of the reason you're seeing a lot of activity in the London market is that Pounds carry a lot of weight against the little dollar. I can buy Richard Artschwager drawings today, all day long, for $15,000 for work on paper from the 60s, 70s and 80s. And the fact that those are trading at those prices, on one hand it's criminal, on the other hand it's an enormous opportunity. 

LS: Well let's talk a little bit about art appreciation in the design market. I think everyone knows the example of Marc Newson. The Lockheed Lounge sold for nearly a million dollars at auction last year and then was resold for $2 million. So that was a huge appreciation. But what are the average price points for design works, and how fast are they appreciating? How volatile is that market?

JZ: I think it's very volatile and, again, there are so many micro-markets now. In 2002, 2003, you started to see these prices that were over half a million, not just the $200,000 or $300,000, but the $500,000 to $1 million. What was it for? Quite a bit, it was the Prouvé/Perriand/Alexander Noll market. And that market has completely flat lined at this point at auction, because the product has dried up. We haven't been able to find the fresh pieces right now. The contemporary art collectors swooped in and brought so much privately at the time. Actually, people forget that Gagosian hosted a show in Los Angeles of Prouvé and Perriand a couple years before he did Newson. So it was contemporary art galleries playing a role in that, too... I forgot the question.

[Laughter]

LS: It was about art appreciation. In terms of the design market, how fast are things appreciating, in terms of being resold at auction?

JZ: Some things are flat lining. I was just thinking when you were talking about going back and buying some of the older masters of our times. I mean, the pioneers of Modernism – who you won't see much of here at this show, because this show is 99% postwar to contemporary – but the pioneers of Modernism: Marcel Breuer, Mies van der Rohe, Rietveld, Aalto. I mean these guys, their first-edition chairs from 1928 have flat lined for years. There was a bubble in 98, 99, when a few chair collectors imitated Vitra and imitated that style. It was the age when Michael Maharam was first collecting, when Michael Boyd was collecting. There was this late 90s bubble, and then it flat lined. And now it's astonishing. I mean, you could get a brilliant first edition Mies chair made in a workshop in 1930 for a fraction of some of the contemporary design being peddled today. So you have to look at so many different things. On the other hand, I don't mean to keep hitting the same gong about Nakashima again, but in 1996, a specific coffee table is worth $50,000. In 2006, it's worth $350,000. I've never seen anything so upwardly mobile in the market.

LS: And Mark, in terms of the prices in your gallery, are they lower than what the prices would be at auction for a designer? How do they compare? For a collector looking to buy on both markets.

JZ: He's way more expensive.

[Laughter]

MB: What's far more important to say is that th escalation of prices, in very small pockets, helps put the spotlight on a whole area and helps all these young designers who are here and getting a lot of attention that they normally wouldn't. If a Lockheed Lounge goes for $1.5 million or $2 million, that's two or one or three or four or five people making usually well-informed decisions. And it's usually very smart people. They got to the point where they are today because they are smart people. This always has to be remembered. The other thing is about the escalation of prices. The reason that art makes these high prices, I can't explain it, but Mr. Rockefeller wouldn't have sold his Rothko if he couldn't have expected at least a certain amount of money. So these high prices help smoke out great pieces that have been locked away from decades, and we all benefit from that if we are spectators of if we are buyers or sellers. There's always two sides, and it's very easy to say, “Oh it's all a bubble.” But it helps collectors and it helps sellers that you are able to actually move things that previously were unheard of.

LS: Getting to the younger designers who are exhibiting at this fair, how would you advise collectors on how to sift through – there's so much work here – and figure out what would be a good purchase. What are things to look for in a young designer to show that they are promising?

MB: Well, the underlying theme all of us have talked about is information. Artnet provides information. Collectors need information, crave information. Collectors are usually sponges. They are smarter than us. They learn faster than us. They have better eyes than us. So they look at things and understand immediately. But they need information. And it's not so much the numbers. I don't think Craig walks around with a spreadsheet in his head, knowing, “Okay, this made $15,000 last year. That was $20,000.” But he sees a piece and it makes sense or it doesn't make sense to spend $50,000 or $10,000 or $5,000 or $500 on something and that's an emotional response. That's the other thing we need to remember with these high prices. There's an economic value and there's an emotional value. If today, there's an emotional value attached to a Jasper Johns and it's $80 million, it's an emotional value as much as an economic value. There's no way to predict how art goes. There's no way to predict where real estate will be in two years. That has an underlying value in the yield so how do you predict where art is going?

LS: Craig, as someone who works in real estate and design, do you carry around a spreadsheet? What are the tools that you use as a collector?

CR: First of all, as a collector, I really don't care about the spiraling prices. It only interferes with being a collector. What I look for are artists and designers that I'd like to continue to collect and when all this hype gets around somebody who I'd like to collect, it gets in the way. If I was just buying it to speculate on it and resell it, that would be very pleasing. I would much rather see someone continue to make shows, continue to exhibit, and have slow, steady progression in their pricing. So you start off, I don't know maybe you bought a Ron Arad chair for $5,000, and then you buy another one and it's $15,000 and at the time, it's seems like “Wow, I'm spending a lot more money.” And then if you've been collecting Ron for 10 years and you have all of these wonderful things, buying one every year or two, and you have five, and now it's $100,000. Well it doesn't seem that difficult if it happens in a reasonable, slow and steady way. On the other hand, if all of a sudden, there's all this hype and everybody's clambering. Especially, the most difficult is when something sells at auction for a very high price and then the primary prices are much lower than that price. Because everybody then wants that because they perceive that if they get it at the primary price... And so it does drive a lot more interest, superficial interest, in collecting. But as a collector, I would rather find people that are talented and build a meaningful collection of their work over time. 

LS: Great. Why don't we turn to the audience and have you guys ask some questions for our panelists?

AUDIENCE MEMBER: I have a few questions. One question is, I followed the Rago auction about a month ago, and the Scandinavian was going for about the same price as the new piece. The prices were really low. Say Fritz Hansen furniture from the 40s was going for about the same price as the new piece. What would you advise people to do when they could have a brand new piece for the same price as the vintage piece? I mean a lot of people aren't sitting around following Rago, but I like to.

JZ: I think a lot of people are. My god, he's getting six figure prices again and again and again and again. It's funny, Danish design continues to befuddle me. I sell quite a bit of early Danish postwar design in our auctions at Sotheby's. and there's obviously some very, very, very amazing dealers here selling it almost exclusively, that they're dedicating themselves to it. And yet it's funny, all of those great Danish designers, whether it's Arne Jacobsen, whether it's Hans Wegner, whether it's Poul Kjaerholm, although he's a bit of a different story now. All of these guys are incredibly undervalued compared to, I think, the French designers of that exact same period. Compared to the American woodworking of the exact same period. But I think, again, a lot of that has to do with this, it's a topic for a whole other discussion, first edition versus second edition versus whether it's in still production today. David Rago is a perfect example where you can find incredible Danish chairs from the 50s at bargain prices because Americans in the 1950s and 60s actually bought a hell of a lot of Danish furniture primary at the time from Danish department stores and brought it over here. So there's actually fresh material to be found here in America in the same way that you could find a Noguchi rocking stool from Herman Miller in this country. Now the French design – Prouvé, Perriand – there's no such thing as going to Cleveland and going into a house and finding a Prouvé visitor chair. It's not going to happen. He didn't market his work. His factory didn't do mobile Prouvé housing in the Midwest. [Laughter] So I think what happens is, if a group of dealers acquire the rights to a market and control that market because, for instance, Americans don't have primary resources here, that skews everything in terms of the value compared to something that was available here many, many years ago.

MB: But again, it's about information. When you're not an insider in that market, there's no way of understanding if this chair is any more valuable than another chair. And you need to spend a lot of time in Danish modern to understand and not a lot of people have or want to spend that time.

AUDIENCE MEMBER: But would you advise people to buy a new one? They are almost more expensive than an old one.

MB: I advise them to buy what they like.

[Laughter]

JZ: Yeah, the more patina, the more richness to it all. I mean, the Kjaerholm thing is a classic issue.

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Oh, I'm not talking about Kjaerholm. That's a special case. 

KS: What is the special case of that? Can you explain it to us?

JZ: The special case about Kjaerholm and probably the cause of a bit of controversy at the design fair here, is that here you have a dead, Danish designer...


AUDIENCE MEMBER: They're all dead.

JZ: A few are still hanging in there right now. Hans Wegner just passed away. Here you have a designer who...the essence of his career is mass production. The pieces that are his masterworks were mass produced. He had a very significant first edition run through his own company, Kold Christensen (or a company that he helped found, I should say). Then, the rights to that furniture was picked up by a second edition, Fritz Hansen. And obviously right there, collectors who come to auction and come to the dealers here are looking for the first edition Kold Christiansen pieces, not the second editions that you can still pick up today. But then of course, there's the whole idea of reissuing new pieces that were not in production for all of these years. Going back to the workshop period of Poul Kjaerholm when he was very, very young, and taking prototypes that he did in the late 40s and early 50s and reissuing them in limited editions now. I think that's a cause of significant controversy in terms of market value and secondary market value. Buying a reissue of a 1952 chair in a limited edition of 10. Are you buying that because you love it? Are you buying that because you're hoping to flip it 10 years from now? So it's a big can of worms now, basically.

MB: But it's inherent in the design market that if things are made for production and then you limit them artificially, it doesn't make sense. To me. That's a philosophy that we've been following all these years with representing designers as artists and producing great designers and helping them produce. But there's many different approaches. Re-editioning things that were done in the past doesn't make sense to me, either. If something is in production, produce as much as you can to reach as many houses as you can. That's a beautiful ideal for Bauhaus and for other things, but there are different approaches to this. 

CR: In general, this presents a fascinating question. Because the point is that just because something is incredible design does not mean it's rare. And when something is collectible, it has some sense of uniqueness. If you just take a photographic image, using photography for an example, and you take Gursky and you produce a thousand of the same image, it's obviously not going to be worth that much. And if you produce 100,000 of that image, it's a lot different than if there are only six in existence. But the image does not change. The image is still the same image. So it means that if a thousand of them are produced, you should be able to get the same enjoyment out of looking at it or having it on your wall but it definitely doesn't make it as collectible. And I think that that is a good illustration of this conflict between mass production design that's available in enormous quantity, mass production design that is rare (like Gio Ponti didn't make a lot of chairs), and the contemporary limited-edition design.

LS: Which are all important distinctions for collectors. We have time for a few more.

AUDIENCE MEMBER: I'm asking this question somewhat cautiously since Design Within Reach is a major sponsor here. But, they have introduced a lot of potential new collectors and young people to postwar design. On the other hand, I think they have also killed the price of certain designers' pieces, such as Eames and Nelson and so on. I see their prices have substantially gone down in the last few years. I guess because you can walk into any Design Within Reach and pick up pieces for substantially less if you just want the look and so on. Like I said, with Nelson, Mies van der Rohe and so on, I've seen the prices come down a lot.

JZ: Can I interject right there? I respectfully disagree on that. In that, the birth of the postwar design collecting market, which is circa 1998, 1999, did start in America, and to some extent in London, with the Eames market. There was a mid-century modern craze, where at very first, Eames, Nelson always were the two, and then to a lesser extent, Saarinen, and then Noguchi who has actually continued to keep his value. The reason there was a bubble that went down was not because Design Within Reach came in and reissued things, because in many cases a lot of these things existed already in reissues by the firms themselves that were the original manufacturers: Herman Miller, Knoll. I think what happened was Ebay. And when the market first came up in 98, 99, none of us at auction houses were that sophisticated in terms of how much there was out there. So we produced the first catalogues of mid-century modern design, we put an ESU first edition by Eames out there. And we put it in at say $10,000 to $15,000. And there was a time there when it was making $40,000, $50,000, $60,000. There was a time when a $10,000 to $15,000 Marshmallow sofa by Nelson was suddenly making $100,000, in one case, and that was because collectors didn't have the tools of research to know how many of the first edition was actually out there. 

And suddenly Ebay started to put them out there. And suddenly you go onto Ebay, and you're like, Oh my god, there's 47 ESU's online right now because those prices were first written about and everybody's going back to their rec room in Great Neck and going, “Oh my god, I got one of these.” [Laughter] And so, it's great design, and Design Within Reach celebrates great design. It celebrates the immortality of some of these designs. Like the Noguchi classic IN-52 table, which never had that kind of bubble, but I think it was actually the lack of knowledge that caused that bubble. 

LS: That's a great point. Craig's point about the three categories, also I think answers your question. That if you want to repeat those. Design Within Reach materials are very separate from the things that go to auction.

CR: They're not collectible. I mean maybe someday they will be. But they're as collectible as a poster is of a painting. Some of those posters end up being collectible, but I don't really find that they would fall in that category. They are functional furniture that is very often from important designers, and a lot of people want to live with that and it's also affordable. There's an essential element to design that’s about living with it and having it that doesn't necessarily involve being a collector. It still involves being a connoisseur. Because wanting that beautiful image on your wall, even if it's not rare or expensive, is a wonderful way to live.

JZ: And I think Design Within Reach, if you're a collector, is a nice place marker. In other words, you can buy an ESU by Eames from Design Within Reach and then maybe aspire to, if you're a young collector, finding that really great first example of it.

LS: Right. Alright, we have one more.

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Hi. One of the topics last year at this event was the apparent reluctance or resistance of the old school art market to see this design market eye-to-eye. Is that still apparent? Is it waning? Where are we with that?

KS: That's something that I feel very strongly about, because I think it's even more entrenched now than ever before. I think people are very slow and resistant to change. What I think, in the best of all worlds, would be a booth in an art fair that incorporates design, architecture and art. And I see very little point in distinguishing amongst these different categories of creative output. I judge the design of a car the same way I do a sculpture. I think the way that the design market is regarded today by the art market, in a certain respect, is very analogous to the way, for instance, photography related to contemporary art 20 years ago. There was always this kind of ghettoization, where photography would be here and contemporary art over there. The embracing came very slowly until you had these kinds of Gurskys selling for 2 or 3 or 4 million dollars. Then there's a bear hug in the market. I know the dynamics and the politics are very complicated, but I think at a fair like Frieze or Basel, I think there should be much more integration. I think, for some reason, there still seems to be a formidable constituency of people that like to draw the lines in the sand and make these distinctions and to me they have no relevance whatsoever. And what Craig was speaking about in his house or with his collection, to see the admixture of things and the way these things coexist together, to me that's the point. And I love the ambiguity where someone sees something, and it's not clear whether that's a sculpture, furniture, design. In my mind, it has very little importance. 

CF: The one thing that I would distinguish from your comments, Kenny, is that photography didn't become art because people finally realized that photography was art. Photography actually became art. It went from being representational and not really in the art category to becoming pure art, and you see that with early conceptual photography, where the orientation becomes different. And I think that it has more to do with the fact that artists started to work with photography than that something that wasn't regarded as art became art.

KS: Even today you will hear comments about the kind of mechanical means of reproduction in a photograph made people skeptical that these editions would be maintained or adhered to. So I think there was a philosophical resistance against incorporating. I mean if you look at some of the earlier photography, pre-conceptual, I think there was a resistance due to the fact that there was a skepticism about these things that could be endlessly reproduced irregardless of how they were stated, that caused that cynicism in people's minds. I think that the trend in the future will be, and I hope to see, a further and more thorough integration amongst various fields that we're talking about.

LS: Great.

MB: I think the topics touched on by this panel show the problems of design going completely alongside art. If you look at design as a whole and you realize that an Eames ESU chair belongs as much to it as a Zaha Hadid bookshelf that there is only ten of and there will never be more, you realize that a pure art perspective is sort of skewed – where does it end and where does it start? How far do we go into production questions? I mean you go into an art fair, and you see a sculpture by Anish Kapoor made in carbon fiber. You never ask them, “How does he do it or are you going to make hundreds of these?” [Laughter] You know, it's Anish Kapoor and it says 1 of 3 so you know there's going to be 3. If Ron Arad makes a chair in carbon fiber, everybody's going to ask, “Does he make it in yellow? Can he make a hundred or 20? Does he make five?” There's a lot of issues that need to be cleaned up before, and a fair like this helps of course, something like that can happen. 

JZ: We have to clean up the whole prototype thing as well, for sure. 

MB: Good idea.

JZ: Because obviously there's two versions of the prototype. There's the prototype as something that Noguchi made in 1952 that was an absolute bomb, and he couldn't get it right and he puts it away. Then, oh two years later, he actually figures out how to do it. And the prototype is like A and everything else is like B. Then there's the limited-edition market where I think a lot of people say to me, “When is enough enough here?” You've got an edition of 20 plus three artist proofs plus five prototypes. Well, okay so 20 + 3 + 5 is 28. Is there any difference between 1 and 28 besides the price tag? And the answer varies. 

CR: And that's back to transparency and free flow of information. 

LS: Use Artnet.

KS: These are definitely problems in the market because sometimes you'll see a chair and ask, “What is the edition?” The edition is 10: 10 in blue, 10 in yellow, 10 in green, 10 in purple. In my mind, that's called an edition of 100 in 10 different colors. And also this prototype thing is the world of nomenclature. What I think we're seeing sold as prototypes are basically the first piece that gets knocked down. It's no different from the second piece. It could even be the fifth piece, but when you put this tag of a prototype people think it's unique. And in certain respects, I think there's absolutely no differentiation between the prototype and the first, second, third, the proof, the this or that. It's just a matter of marketing. And like you say, Artnet was really one of the primary forces of nature that brought transparency to the market. People like ourselves that are in the commissioning end of the design, we have to be honest, we have to have integrity, we have to address these issues, and not try to play into the hands of peoples' desire for something unique even though it's part and parcel of an edition.

LS: I think in general, to answer your question, this fair being here and these panelists show that there's a real commitment to the field of design and it's a booming area. So thank you all for coming. Thank you to our panelists.

WC: Thank you all for coming. I also just wanted to mention that Design Miami now has a partnership with Artnet and that our fair is featured on their site and that we would encourage you to use Artnet if you are interested in collecting. Thanks. 
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