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I used to host a session of the Museum Course at NYU’s Institute of  
Fine Arts every year when I was dealing in art. I was continually  
saddened by the lack of interest in the major old master paintings I  
would pull out of my closets and display on a lighted easel. Some  
graduate students might be interested in the back of the painting to 
notice labels or the type of relining, but most were immobilized by  
such proximity to an original master painting and could only mutter 
some clichés about the price or the social conditions and patronage  
that underlay its production. No analysis or enjoyment of the paint -
ing itself. No budding art collectors there.  
E U G E N E  V I C T O R  T H AW,  2 0 0 2
                                       
Few of the great masters from Michelangelo down the scale, indeed,  
are lacking, but what is far more interesting, equal attention seems to 
have been lavished upon the 200 or more paintings to which no hand  
is ascribed. Arundel thus appears to be among the "rst who admired 
the work of art for its own merit and he was profoundly unconcerned 
by what the dealer and the critic thought of it.  
F R A N C I S  H E N R Y  T A Y L O R ,  1 9 4 8

About the terrible prices! e trouble is that I cannot have everything 
and you know about eating and having the cake! Well, I want all the 
cake that is possible you see. And so I want to pay the least necessary. 
Don't you [Bernard Berenson] think I am right; and aren't you en -
tirely on my side of all these questions?  
I S A B E L L A  S T E W A R T  G A R D N E R ,  1 8 9 7
                                                 
You try to prepare yourself for objectivity, you try to be as passive as  
you can, to allow the object itself, not your eyes or your preconception,  
to speak. You are, or should be, like a blotter, neutrally soaking up the  
multiple images. But if something is truly grand, it has a kinetic eff-
ect. Something akin to being physically impelled. It is, frankly, a  
charge, both cerebral and viscerotonic, not unlike a sexual experience.  
But it is rare. In the all-surpassing number of times there is nothing  
but #accid disappointment. 
T H O M A S  H O V I N G ,  1 9 7 5

I never buy any sure pictures. It has to have the element of risk in it.
J U L I U S  H .  W E I T Z N E R ,  1 9 7 3
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  M I S S I O N

To collect objects of art that match or exceed in  
quality select oil paintings, sculptures, and artifacts from institutions  
like the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum, the British Museum, and  
the Yale Center for British Art. Finding the portrait of omas Hill, 
Esq. by John Linnell early on, and "nding a trove of literary 
connections through subsequent research, inspired me to collect  
hundreds of works over my lifetime. To ensure that each new  
acquisition improves upon the standards of the former—and, when  
more than one work by the same artist is acquired, it is not by  
association, but by merit, that such a choice is made—I leave no book  
unturned, no song unheard, no art unseen, that will be of help.

Original works of art, as primary sources of history, 
and preserving for posterity the "ngerprints and souls of great artists,  
transmute raw materials into the sublime, and into some of the highest  
achievements of human culture—among the most beautiful, inspiring,  
and pleasing objects in the world, often despite generations of neglect.  
ey are some of the most extraordinary objects that money can buy.  
With the Internet, never has there been a greater opportunity for con -
noisseurs to rewrite the history of art through the unknown or unheral -
ded objects that they acquire.

Never assume that the best works in museums are 
out of reach to an amateur. It is not at all a linear scale where the most  
experienced and deep-pocketed buyers "nd the best work. Persistence 
and creativity when searching for antiques will open up opportunities  
that will make your competitors shake their heads in disbelief. 

I should say a few words about how I got interested
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in all of this. I studied art history at Brandeis University, intend -
ing to use that knowledge to become a better oil painter, and  
spent three semesters at Studio Escalier, a contemporary realist  
school in France. I recall wanting to learn how to make faithful  
old master copies, so I could get their work on my walls without  
having to buy the originals. 

After painting study after study I was going 
nowhere. My motivations for painting had collapsed. Fortunately  
I recalled from 2009 a very special "eld trip over a period of days  
in which the art history class I was in got to meet with three  
Brandeis alums actively working in distinct areas of the art world,  
to demonstrate the directions that art history could go. 

First was Gary Wachter, head of Old Master 
Paintings at Sotheby's in New York, who invited us into his office 
and began passing miniature paintings around to us which were  
going to go on sale soon for hundreds of thousands. He told us  
stories of #ying around in private jets to meet with potential cli -
ents, and examining the quality of objects by handling them at  
his desk. I also remember him showing us his blacklight and wip -
ing down paintings with odorless mineral spirits to inspect paint -
ings.

Second was Gary Tinterow, who at the time 
had just "nished the renovation of the 19th century painting gal -
lery at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. e artworks must have 
been too much of a distraction for me, because I don't remember  
a word of what he said. 

Last but not least was Jon Landau, who #ew 
out to Brandeis and gave a slide presentation of his art collection,  
which included old master paintings and illuminated manu -
scripts. He gave this presentation with an electric energy and pas -
sion, leaving a deep impression on me. When this same passion  
later appeared in recorded interviews with Eugene Victor aw, 
and in the letters of Bernard Berenson and Isabella Stewart Gard-
ner, I knew I had found my calling. 

For most of these objects I was the only bidder, 
so I felt a personal responsibility for buying them and sharing  
what I could about them—in the same way that museums present  
their objects with historical and literary supplements. I do extens -
ive research while the auction is live so I can get a handle on what  
I’m looking at. e objects usually have much more cultural and 
aesthetic signi"cance than the sellers realize.
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           Perpetual Calendar Stone
            Creator:    Johannes Helßœd(?) Ratisponensis F.  
                Date:    1599
     Dimensions:    17.5 x 11.5 x 0.75 inches 
 Date Acquired:    2014-09-06
   From Where?:    Bobingen, Germany 

At auction for a week, I was the only serious  
bidder, which I attribute to thumbnail photos that were too small  
to showcase the workmanship (it looked like a blank slab), and a  
baffling item description that said nothing about what was on the  
stone. I didn't know what it was either, but I knew that it was lis -
ted at 10 kg (and beautiful!), and that something both this "ne 
and hefty would have required too much effort to fake. is set a 
benchmark for quality per dollar that will be very hard to beat.

Nach Trautmann ist Ätzen „ein stellenweises An-
greifen eines Materials durch Anwendung eines 
dasselben verzehrenden Mittel.“ Man unter-
scheidet hierbei entweder ein Tiefätzen, wenn also 
die Zeichnung vertieft wird oder ein Hochätzen 
oder Reliefätzen, wenn die umliegende Fläche 
geätzt wird. Beim Tiefätzen wird die zu behan-
delne Fläche mit einem Ätzgrund bedeckt. Der 
Ätzgrund ist ein säurebeständiges Deckmittel. 
Dann wird die Zeichnung mit einer nadelartigen 
Metallspitze auf den Stein gebause, wobei die  
Metallnadel den Ätzgrund abschabt. Bevor das 
Ätzwasser auf die Platte gegossen wird, werden 
die Ränder der Platte mit einem erhöchten Wach-
srand und die Innenseite davon mit Deck"rnis 
bestrichen, damit das Ätzwasser nicht ausrinnen 
kann. Dann erst wird eine kalklösende Säure 
aufgebracht, die alles was nicht mit der Lösung 
bestrichen wurde, bis zu einer Tiefe von 0,5-1mm 
wegätzt. Oft sind auch mehrere Ätzvorgänge nötig 
um verschiedene Schichten zu erreichen. Da der  
Ätzvorgäng nicht immer die gleiche Tiefen-
wirkung hat  mus s  of t  mit  einem Schaber 
nachgearbeitet werden.
Y V O N N E  S I L K E  J Ä G E R ,  2 0 1 0    
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Mater Dolorosa
            Creator: Unidenti"ed (Spanish)
                Date: 18th Century(?)
     Dimensions: 8.5 x 6.5 inches
 Date Acquired: 2014-02-22
  From Where?: Nice, France

I had been looking at hundreds of examples of  
the Virgin Mary since I started collecting, and with so many Old  
Masters tackling this subject it took something really great to  
make me drop everything and buy one. is one really met the  
highest standards that I could hold it to, because it sincerely and  
convincingly represented divine sorrow, whereas most depictions  
appeared worldly and technically #awed in a clumsy manner. 
After receiving the painting, I discovered the stamp of Casa Cas -
tellarnau on the reverse. According to tarragonablog.com this  
must have been one of the many objects liquidated by the house  
in 1954.

e martyrdom of the Virgin is set forth both in 
the prophecy of Simeon and in the actual story of  
our Lord’s passion. e holy old man said of the 
infant Jesus: He has been established as a sign 
which will be contradicted. He went on to say to 
Mary: And your own heart will be pierced by a  
sword. Truly, O blessed Mother, a sword has 
pierced your heart. For only by passing through  
your heart could the sword enter the #esh of your 
Son. Indeed, after your Jesus—who belongs to 
everyone, but is especially yours—gave up his life,  
the cruel spear, which was not withheld from his  
lifeless body, tore open his side. Clearly it did not  
touch his soul and could not harm him, but it did 
pierce your heart. For surely his soul was no longer 
there, but yours could not be torn away. us the 
violence of sorrow has cut through your heart, and 
we rightly call you more than martyr, since the eff-
ect of compassion in you has gone beyond the en -
durance of physical suffering.
B E R N A R D  O F  C L A I R V A U X ,  1 1 2 5
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British Watercolor Portrait
           Creator: Unidenti"ed (British)
                Date:    Circa 1830s(?)
     Dimensions: 9 x 7 inches
 Date Acquired: 2014-10-19
  From Where?: Worcester, Worcestershire (UK)

e elegant and re"ned brushwork is compar-
able to that of the Portrait of omas Hill, Esq., by John Linnell.  
Having grown up in Boston, almost all of the watercolors I have  
seen in person were by John Singer Sargent, so it was refreshing to  
"nd a watercolor that relied on meticulous drawing and subtle  
modelling. ere is nothing haphazard here, it is arguably the  
single most beautiful portrait in the collection so far. Someone  
suggested George Richmond, and while that appears plausible by  
looking at his work, I don’t have enough evidence.
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Portrait of Helen Greene
           Creator: Arthur Franklyn Musgrave [1878-1969]
                Date: 1930s(?)
     Dimensions: 18 x 15 inches
 Date Acquired: 2013-08-24
  From Where?: Santa Fe, New Mexico (US)

is was my "rst foray into collecting impres-
sionist paintings, and it was a conservative style of pointillism that  
I had never seen before outside of Van Gogh’s self-portraits. In the  
guise of a tame portrait, this painting's surface—upon closer in -
spection—bursts with an abundance of colors and textures, the  
Cadmium Orange ground setting everything off so that one's eye 
cannot help but dance. In no other painting by Musgrave have I  
seen such a dense tapestry of brushstrokes.

I remember hoping that it might be as signi"c-
ant to my collection as Degas’ Portrait of Joséphine Gaujelin was  
to the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum (Berenson, in a letter to  
Gardner, thought it one of her very best acquisitions). ough as 
portraits they are not at all comparable, this painting has captured  
an energy on the surface that demands your attention, which is  
best appreciated with the portrait hung upside-down. 

16



17



Bacchante
            Creator: Jules Jean Pendariès [1862-1933]
                Date: 19th Century
     Dimensions: 29 x 10 x 8 inches
 Date Acquired: 2013-10-23
   From Where?: Brockton, Massachusetts (US)         

Men say the gods have #own;
e Golden Age is but a fading story,
And Greece was transitory:
Yet on this hill hesperian we have known
e ancient madness and the ancient glory.
Under the thyrse upholden,
We have felt the thrilling presence of the god,
And you, Bacchante, shod
With moon"re, and with moon"re all enfolden,
Have danced upon the mystery-haunted sod.
With every autumn blossom,
And with the brown and verdant leaves of vine,
We have "lled your hair divine;
From the cupped hollow of your delicious bosom
We have drunk wine, Bacehante, purple wine.
About us now the night
Grows mystical with gleams and shadows cast
By moons for ever past;
And in your steps, O dancer of our delight,
Wild phantoms move, invisible and fast.
Behind, before us sweep
Maenad and Bassarid in spectral rout
With many an unheard shout;
Cithaeron looms with every festal steep
Over this hill resolved to dream and doubt.
What Power #ows through us,
And makes the old delirium mount amain,
And brims each ardent vein
With passion and with rapture perilous?
Dancer, of whom our votive hearts are fain,
You are that magic urn
Wherefrom is poured the pagan gramarie;
Until, accordantly,
Within our bardic blood and spirit burn
e dreams and fevers of antiquity.
C L A R K  A S H T O N  S M I T H ,  1 9 3 9
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          Girl and Lion
            Creator:  Juan Béjar
                Date:   1998
     Dimensions:   16.5 x 13.5 inches
 Date Acquired:   2015-12-11
  From Where?:    Wiesboch, Germany 

is work, just like the Infant Bacchus by Juli-
en Dillens, was a paradox: Why would an artist devote such ex -
traordinary "nesse on the grotesque? I can't explain why, but I  
found this vastly more interesting than most beautiful portraits,  
so I went far above my normal budget to get it. Especially inter -
esting was that Juan was 52 years old when he painted this—he  
has an unmistakable style, and a mature voice that was as strong  
at the beginning of his career as it is now. is checks off all the 
boxes for me: a patient, supremely con"dent Old Master quality, 
a striking centralized portrait, a carefully planned composition,  
optical "eld effects around the girl's contours, and an oil painting 
on wood. is painting never ceases to fascinate and delight.

Una cuidada y elaborada técnica, empastada, con 
veladuras de distintas intensidades; con raspaduras 
y superposiciones de materia, conforman un 
acabado esencial  para  crear una "guración 
caprichosamente deformada. Parece que nada en 
sus  cuadros  e s  producto de la  ca sualidad, 
mezclando la trascendencia de un pasado caduco y 
decadente con una perversa ingenuidad. 
A R T E I N F O R M A D O ,  2 0 1 4

I would have a hearty laugh if you bid on this.
B E N J A M I N  W O N G ,  2 0 1 6
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Infant Bacchus
            Creator: Julien Dillens [1849-1904]
                Date: 1880s(?)
     Dimensions: 18 x 5 x 5 inches
 Date Acquired: 14-03-25
   From Where?:    Lommel, Limburg (Belgium)

is was an astonishing "nd, and far superior 
to my "rst terra cotta purchase, the Satyress by Joseph Descomps 
which inspired its purchase. I was struck by its utter strangeness,  
and strangest of all it was exquisitely beautiful. I was deeply in -
spired by Bernini’s bozzetti at the Fogg Art Museum when I "rst 
saw them in 2007, and in this sculpture  I have one of similar  
quality to his Model for the Fountain of the Moor [1653]. is also 
has an exquisite patina, as do the L’infant Marie Dupont (tête en 
bas) and the Perpetual Calendar Stone. 

is statue was salvaged from an abandoned 
house by a lady in Belgium who was renovating it for re-sale. She  
told me that she took it home and kept it displayed on her desk  
for the past 40 years. When it was time to pass it on this statue  
was apparently so repulsive that the sellers’ children refused to  
take it. e artist was very famous in his day and as a collector  
and student of art I am inclined to trust a talented artist in the  
face of public opinion, especially when he has proven himself  
elsewhere (he designed public monuments in Brussels and Ghent,  
the latter gaining him a Medal of Honor at the Paris Universal  
Exhibition in 1889). Tastes change, but a misunderstood work of  
art will be gone forever if it is not rescued from oblivion. is is 
the kind of art that I live for.

Tout en lui. La ferveur de la pensée, l'amour de  
son art, l'harmonie de ses conceptions, la richesse  
de son génie décoratif, la vigueur précise et délic-
ate de son ciseau, dénotait une vitalité profonde et 
saine. Rien de morbide dans son oeuvre, où se re-
#ète un rayon de la Renaissance, âge de joie et  
d'épanouissement. Rien de fragile dans sa struc-
ture physique, taillée pour dé"er les ans et les 
labeurs.  
P A U L  H Y M A N S ,  1 9 0 4
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Portrait of omas Hill, Esq. 
            Creator: John Linnell [1792-1882]
                Date: 1831
     Dimensions: 13 x 10 inches
 Date Acquired: 2013-01-22
  From Where?: Dover, New Jersey (US)

His plump rosy cheeks were purpled with warmth 
and kindness as he held out his hand to take 
mine, and protested that I was the very man he 
wanted most particularly to see. [Hill] was a very 
extraordinary person. He knew the business of 
everybody in London better than the people them-
selves. He happened to know everything that was 
going forward in all circles—mercantile, political, 
fashionable, literary, or theatrical; in addition to 
all matters connected with military and naval aff-
airs, agriculture, "nance, art and science—
everything came alike to him—to his inquiring 
eye no mystery continued undiscovered;—from his 
attentive ear no secret remained concealed. He 
was plump—short—with an intelligent counten-
ance, and near-sighted—with a constitution and 
complexion fresh enough to look forty, at a time 
when I believed him to be at least four times the 
age; we had a joke against him in those days as to 
his antiquity, in which he heartily and good-
naturedly joined, until at last we got him to ad-
mit—and I almost think, believe—that he sold 
gunpowder to King Charles the Second, and dined 
more than once with the witty Lord Rochester.  
T H E O D O R E  H O O K ,  1 8 3 6

His monument, as he believed all men's should be,  
is in his works; and a noble monument it is—one 
which we may well believe will last so long as  
sincerity in art is honoured; for whatever may be  
the ultimate judgment upon it, it can never be 
said that John Linnell's art was other than sincere.
A L F R E D  T H O M A S  S T O R Y ,  1 8 9 2
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Clare with Arrow
            Creator: Charles Pompilius
                Date: 2009
     Dimensions: 6 x 8 inches
 Date Acquired: 2014-07-09
   From Where?: Sunrise, Florida (US)

is painting had in spades something that I’ve  
been looking for in oil paintings all along: that aura of light  
which brings the "gure into high relief. It gives the surface a  
crackling energy which dominates the room. e loosely-held ar-
row creates a fascinating contrast with the tight grasp of the left  
hand, as does the sharply painted arrow with the di ffuse aura of 
light in the background, all brought together by the concentrated  
gaze of the model, Clare. e pose brought to mind Sargent’s Ma-
dame Gautreau Drinking a Toast, in the Isabella Stewart Gardner  
Museum.

I've worked with Clare a lot over the last couple  
of years. She has modeled for a number of my lar-
ger compositions. She has a remarkable ability to  
understand and imaginatively interpret my inten-
tions for a given pose, even when I don't fully un-
derstand them myself. Perhaps it's because of her 
stage experience. Clare somehow brings a unique  
body language and facial expression to each idea I 
present her with. Here she forcefully thrusts her  
arm out perpendicular to her body, while keeping  
the clutched arrow parallel to it. Her gesture cap-
tures perfectly the aggressive theme of the paint -
ing. I felt that the treatment of the background 
also "t the theme. e arrow predates recorded 
history and is rich with meaning in many cul-
tures.
C H A R L E S  P O M P I L I U S ,  2 0 0 9
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L’infant Marie Dupont (tête en bas)
            Creator: Charles Matton [1931-2008]
                Date: 1955
     Dimensions: 13.5 x 11.5 inches
 Date Acquired: 2014-06-17
  From Where?: Tampa, Florida (US)

Twenty minutes after seeing this painting by  
Charles Matton, I bought it. It is the only object I have purchased 
at a "xed price, because I feared that a competing bidder would  
have easily brought the painting above the Buy-It-Now price of  
$2,015. My prior experiences had taught me that this was a  
highly unusual portrait, not only because it was upside-down, but 
also that it was a very realistic painting at a time (the 1950’s and  
60’s) when everybody was into abstraction and modernism. e 
series from which this came was called “Endotique” (de"nition 
below), as opposed to exotic, and was deliberately reacting against  
abstraction for its own sake. It is one of three versions of L'Infante 
Marie Dupont. Further research showed that Matton was heavily  
in#uenced by Rembrandt, going so far as to make an entire "lm 
depicting his life.

L'endotisme est le contraire de l'exotisme. Dans sa 
perspective artistique, c'est une tentative de renou-
vellement d'un sujet, non pas en le détournant ou 
en le contournant, mais qui nécessite de l'aborder 
directement de front et de se confronter à sa vérité 
sensible. Le sujet doit être connu intimement par 
l'artiste si ce dernier veut parvenir à déceler par  
un travail pictural de la matière (dessin, peinture, 
sculpture, photographie, "lm) une réalité plus 
générale. Ce courant artistique se situe à contre-
courant de l'art conceptuel et est initié par Pablo 
Picasso et Francis Bacon. Au moment où l'art 
conceptuel explose sur le marché de l'art (dans les  
années 1960-1970), des peintres comme David 
Hockney, Balthus, Charles Matton ou Antonio 
Lopez Garcia s'érigent contre le concept. En con-
séquence de quoi, ils sont écartés sciemment  
pendant deux décennies du marché, malgré leur  
succès privé et public.  
W I K I P É D I A
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A C Q U I S I T I O N S  P O L I C Y

Q: What is the difference between regular art 
and museum-quality art? 

Museum quality art is one in a million. I look  
for museum-quality artwork every day, and I consider myself  
lucky if something appears on the market once per month at my  
price range. It is directly linked to traditions, subject matter, and  
artists already kept in museums that I admire, and can hold its  
own when compared to them. It is something that I consider "rst 
and foremost to be extremely beautiful, and am willing to throw  
all of my money at it to obtain, and spare no expense to preserve  
it for posterity. I can hold up each piece and say, “is is what it’s 
all about.” My life is enriched because of what this artist created.  
It has cultural signi"cance. Regular art is none of these things.

e work must stand up on its own in isola-
tion. It can and should be improved in the company of other  
beautiful things, but it must not have de"ciencies that need to be 
masked. Emphasis is placed on original works of art that have no 
copies or near-copies anywhere in the world. 

P A I N T I N G S

I will only buy oil paintings that have been 
painted on rigid panels, including copper, masonite, and wood  
panels. No stretched canvases–their durability is suspect, speci"c-
ally the dangers of: paint #aking off the surface, severely increased 
risk of tampering, and the tautness of the canvas being sensitive to 
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changes in temperature and humidity. It terri"es me that paintings can 
disintegrate in this manner. Even if I "nd a painting that is clearly a  
masterpiece, I will be extremely leery if it is painted on stretched can -
vas. As a general rule, anything with stretcher bars are forbidden. Also, I  
dislike oval-shaped canvases.

In terms of subject matter portraits and "gures hold 
the highest place because of their singular association with the divine.  
is includes allegories, historical scenes, and scenes with classical or re -
ligious architecture. Still life, landscape, and animal subjects are system-
atically avoided.

Because modern art has departed from tradition and  
cultivated beauty, it lies beyond the scope of my collecting interests.  
e antidote to fraudulent contemporary art is not criticism, but ad -
miring, collecting, and promoting its stated enemies.

S C U L P T U R E

When collecting sculpture the nude forms of bodies  
are paramount, so when props or clothing must appear they should  
only: (1) provide structural integrity, (2) tell the story with the utmost  
economy, and then (3) get out of the way. e full-length "gure is pre-
ferred.

e use of bronze or other metals on a marble statue,  
or using a mixture of two or more types of stone, is almost always  
grounds for dismissal. A single carved stone is preferred.

e Zhou Dynasty style bronzes that I am trying to  
collect are typically in an unwashed state with ornaments in repeating  
patterns. ere is an appearance of symmetry that, upon closer inspec -
tion, reveals that every form is unique in a subtle way.

I dislike cast bronze sculptures of human "gures in 
all traditions and cultures because they are not carved or molded dir -
ectly by the sculptor’s hands. I make an exception for the Zhou bronzes  
because hand-carved examples do not appear to exist.
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A C Q U I S I T I O N  M E T H O D

Go to museum databases that photograph and 
catalog a large percentage of their holdings (MFA Boston, Five  
Colleges Collections Database, Rijksmuseum, Google Art Project,  
etc.) and keep a record of all the objects that you want. Do the  
same in person at local museums and libraries that you admire.  
Approach museums and libraries as if everything had a price tag, 
because most of them once did. Museums traditionally seek the  
best examples of any particular object, so they are your best re -
source for cultivating your tastes.

Go to auction websites and look up those ob-
jects in past lots to see what kind of market there is for them  
(Blouin Art Sales Index, eBay completed listings, Christie’s past  
auction sales, Liveauctioneers past auction sales, etc.). Constantly 
write down everything about your favorite objects: distinctive ma-
terials that they’re made out of, construction methods, associated  
time periods and cultures, associated artists, teachers, and stu-
dents, subject matter, etc.

If you have been keeping good records, you will  
now have a huge supply of keywords with which to search for live  
auctions. On a site like eBay, I like to think of auction searching  
like an archaeological dig: the more speci "c and targeted your 
keywords are, the more effective you will be at sifting away the 
dirt. And there is a lot of dirt. For every object that I think is  
worth collecting, there are 3,000-5,000 objects that have to be
brushed aside. It is safe to assume that a great many of the best

32



objects in museums are found by culling for months or years at a
time. You can expect to "nd the best objects now on eBay, because al-
most anywhere else the objects have been screened by curators in order  
to attract the largest amount of bidders, and do not have the bene "t of 
being hidden in the dirt from all but the most discerning. On eBay you  
must "nd the non-professional sellers who have great items but haven't  
done the research to promote them–this is where the great "nds for the 
lowest prices happen.

You must put yourself in front of tens of thousands  
of objects and compare them. You can start with the online image data -
bases of all major museums. Compare these directly to the paintings  
and sculptures on eBay. Learn what it takes to create a terrible artwork, 
a mediocre artwork, a decent artwork, and a masterful artwork, and at-
tribute value to how well it was made, how expensive the materials are,  
and what effect it has on you aesthetically. At this point I can tell if  
something is good as soon as it scrolls across the screen. However, it  
usually takes looking at 5,000 terrible objects before this happens. With  
all of those comparisons under your belt, you’ll be able to recognize im -
mediately when something is a copy of an old master, is made of fraud -
ulent materials, or when the hand of a great artist is at work.

You have to have the patience to wait three, four, "ve 
years for something good to appear, recognize the rarity of the situ -
ation, and have the con"dence to out-bid everyone else. e challenge 
is learning how to cast a large enough net that can capture at least one  
interesting work each month. I try to "nd at least three candidates, and 
choose from among them.

Part of the motivation for art collecting is to prove  
that it doesn’t require vast fortunes to buy original art. I began to realize  
that I was overpaying for antique books, and paying very little compar -
atively for culturally and aesthetically signi"cant original art. On top of 
this, the sector of the art market over which auction houses have no  
control is disorganized, scattered, and obscured. e collector who can 
navigate such treacherous and uncharted territory is at a great advant -
age, because the "eld is ripe for discovery.
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O N  C O L L E C T I N G  A R T  

Q: Could you point me towards some good  
keywords and also how you judge something as authentic or good 
just by looking at an image? 

A: Sure! In order to "nd work that either is un-
signed or by an artist that is unfamiliar to you, you have to search  
by artist materials, techniques, and styles. And then do the same  
in multiple languages. Everything that I’ve purchased so far was  
found using the following keywords, and then combing through  
hundreds of thousands of listings. It can be tedious and exhaust -
ing work, but I made a routine of it and challenging myself to  
"nd something great on a monthly basis makes it all worthwhile.

In English (ebay.com and ebay.co.uk): oil on 
panel (copper, wood, board), portrait, century, terra cotta, archaic  
bronze, zoomorphic, listed artist, signed, wikipedia, original, mu-
seum quality, old master, pedestal, carved frame, antique, reli -
gious, sacred, church interior, carved marble, carved wood, poin-
tillist, Islamic, Turkish, French, Spanish, Russian, Austrian, Zhou 
and Shang Dynasty.

In French (ebay.fr and ebay.be): terre cuite,  
huile sur panneau (cuivre, bois), siecle (17eme), eglise interieure,  
marbre, tableau, portrait, ancien, royaux.

In German (ebay.at): terra kotta, olbild,  
olgemalde, Biedermeier, skulptur, marmor, portrat, museal, top,  
holz"gur, raritat, alte meister, meisterwerk, antik.

In addition to this I have a list of speci"c artists
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that I like or have already purchased something by, and use saved  
searches to alert me whenever their names appear in a listing. I
also have saved sellers that consistently sell high-quality objects.

It is important to know that international markets  
from China or Hong Kong are almost always forgeries, and that well  
over 50% of listings everywhere are either forgeries or extremely me -
diocre artworks. is is why I say that, for objects less than $2,500,  
your odds of "nding a great object are 1 in 5,000, and a masterpiece, 1  
in 50,000. To me this isn’t a matter of taste–that is simply the availabil -
ity of great objects on the market for that price range. I haven’t really  
explored the market for objects above $5,000. I don’t think anything  
great can be found in an art gallery for less than $5,000, so I stick to  
auctions.

Although I quickly scan through listings, I try to re -
member what is good and bad about each and every object, so that I  
can use this information to determine whether or not an object is truly  
exceptional when it appears. Oftentimes my con"dence in the authenti-
city of an object is only determined if I am satis "ed that I can’t "nd a 
duplicate somewhere else online. Something that looks too good to be  
true is probably a forgery of a famous work in a museum. But to even  
begin looking to see if something is a copy, you have to be familiar  
enough with artistic styles to come up with a list of artists who could’ve  
made the work. 

When looking at oil paintings, one of the most im -
portant things that I look for is the light re #ecting off of brushstrokes 
on the surface. is texture tells me the thickness of brushstrokes, the  
overall paint handling, whether the paint is #aking off or cracking, and 
whether the painting is done on stretched canvas or on a panel. I can  
determine all of these things even in the very worst of grainy, low-resol -
ution photos.

To understand whether or not something is good  
from a photograph you must study masterpieces in person, and then  
study how much photographs and forgeries fail to live up to the real  
thing. I don’t think there’s a better way to understand what makes a  
masterpiece a masterpiece than by studying the art of painting or sculp -
ture yourself, in the same manner that the artist did. For this I recom -
mend the following as textbooks for connoisseurship: Light for the  
Artist, by Ted Seth Jacobs, and e Artist’s Complete Guide to Figure  
Drawing, by Anthony Ryder. 

Alternatively, people like omas Hoving and Otto 
Wittmann seem to have developed a supremely con "dent eye despite
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not knowing how to paint, by the raw experience of looking at  
and handling thousands of objects from every possible era and  
culture. ey both share a healthy disrespect for anyone who re -
lies on scienti"c analyses over their own "ve senses and intuition.

To recap, you must study the worst art, the best 
art, and everything in between, and con "rm those value judg-
ments for yourself by looking at tens of thousands of objects on  
the open market. After that, for every object you like, you must  
ask yourself, “How much am I willing to pay and sacri"ce to ac-
quire this?” When you start "nding objects of such quality that 
you answer, “Whatever it takes,” and are willing to live with the  
"nancial consequences—and the art—for the rest of your life,  
then I think you are ready to begin collecting. Don’t bother with  
prints or other ephemera, just save up and go straight for original  
work of historic excellence. e cost is really not much more, for  
something that’s in"nitely better.

Always look for, or request to see, the backside 
or underside of a painting or sculpture of interest. Whenever pos -
sible, I try to buy paintings on rigid panels such as wood or cop -
per, and avoid the vast majority of paintings done on stretched  
canvas. Because of the expense, it is far less likely for a forger to  
use a panel. e authenticity of an original terra cotta sculpture I  
recently purchased was con"rmed by "nding dozens of pinholes  
on the underside of the base, and "nding their absence on an 
artist’s proof. 

Study the seller’s transaction history: do they  
sell art for a living, or do they happen to have a couple random  
art objects that they want to get rid of? e former usually sells  
curated second-rate objects, the latter sometimes unknowingly 
sells uncurated "rst-rate objects. 

Always download all of the photos supplied by  
the seller for an object of interest. A basic image-editor can reveal  
its quality indirectly by adjusting brightness, temperature, satura -
tion, and contrast. 

Not sure if an object is unique? Blouin Art 
Sales Index can dig up copies and prices paid, and even Google  
Image Search can "nd duplicates and link you to their auction 
listing. I usually check to see whether an object is fresh to market:  
sometimes I will "nd that the seller has recently purchased it and  
is trying to #ip it on eBay for pro"t. is isn’t necessarily a bad 
thing, but it is helpful to know how much it last sold for. Not
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sure if an object is a forgery? See if there is, or has ever been, a market  
for copyists or forgeries. I try to avoid artists, subject matter, or styles  
that have an extensive history of copying. I especially avoid art that is  
easy to copy (by the artist or by forgers), such as metal objects, abstract  
art, prints, lithographs, engravings, photographs. It is harder, but more  
rewarding, to "nd a unique work of art, molded by the hands of a mas-
ter craftsman. 

For every authentic "rst-rate work that you "nd 
eBay, there are 5,000 mediocre objects. Study tourist photographs of  
"rst-rate objects in museums: these are the quality of photos that eBay  
sellers use, so knowing what a museum-quality object looks like  
through the lens of a shoddy camera is crucial. Study how much light -
ing conditions, or a lack of varnish, affect the appearance of a painting  
in such photos. 
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A R T  C O L L E C T I N G  P R O C E S S

I thought it would be interesting to share what  
I am physically doing when I search for a new artwork online.  
is is how all of the objects in the collection have been dis -
covered. Since I search almost exclusively on eBay, I rely heavily  
on ebay.com, ebay.at, ebay.fr, ebay.co.uk, and ebay.be.

One session involves looking at 2,500 objects  
at a minimum, with the goal of looking at roughly 25,000-
50,000 each month, and choosing from among them, the top two  
or top three objects. e hope is that, over a period of years, some 
of these objects will be legitimate masterpieces, and that identify -
ing them will become easier with experience.

Since keywords may or may not appear in the  
seller’s listing of a desired object, it is preferable to search instead  
by category, either Arts or Antiques, and then use the most gener -
al keywords possible. is usually centers around the materials  
that the artworks are created with: stone, terra cotta, wood panel,  
copper panel, bronze, oil. Other words that help are: portrait,  
self-portrait, old, antique, rare, signed, listed artist, estate. 

From there I begin scanning the thumbnails of  
the listings, showing the newest "rst, set in a grid and showing 
192 thumbnails per page. I only click on the thumbnails that  
merit closer inspection, and from there a handful get added to my  
watch list.

If the object is good enough for me to want to  
place a bid, I do as much research as possible before bidding, be -
cause this decision will lock up my funds for the rest of the
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month. If I am satis"ed with bidding, my maximum bid will be as high 
as possible. e way that I look at it is that if an object is good enough  
for me to want it, I have to be willing to pay whatever it takes to win it.  
For example, some of my earlier purchases were not good enough, in  
my opinion, to pay more than $500. I no longer bid on “bargain” ob -
jects like this, and instead look for objects that are so good that any  
price to pay is a privilege and a bargain.

Determining quality is mainly a process of elimina -
tion. e vast majority of objects are predictably bad, and can be  
brushed aside without hesitation. e intriguing objects are often glar-
ingly obvious, even from a thumbnail photo. But they are only obvious  
because the rest of the listings have become tiresome from their me -
diocrity. e intriguing objects have museum quality stamped all over  
them. ey possess rare characteristics and a degree of craftsmanship  
that pushes them far above the norm.

I do have a list of individual artists and subject mat -
ter that I look for, but these are a matter of luck. I should note that  
none of the objects catalogued here were found by searching for the  
artist. In every case, I was not familiar with the artist—only with their  
materials and methods. I've had the most success searching across ex-
tremely broad themes, such as anything painted on or sculpted in  
wood, or anything described as found or discovered, or anything with a  
listed weight, or anything by an artist linked to Wikipedia in the item  
description. It is crucial to continually revisit museum databases to re -
trieve searchable keywords. I prefer to "nd objects that greatly expand 
the boundaries of the existing collection. Collection guidebooks from  
encyclopedic museums can point the way as to what is possible to look  
for. Sometimes all it takes is throwing yourself at an unfamiliar part of a  
library, and opening books at random.
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A R T I S T  I N D E X

                 20      Béjar, Juan

    22      Dillens, Julien

    24      Linnell, John

    28      Matton, Charles

    16      Musgrave, Arthur Franklyn

    18      Pendariès, Jules Jean

    26      Pompilius, Charles

    10      Ratisponensis, Johannes

    14      Unidenti"ed (British)

    12      Unidenti"ed (Spanish)
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A C Q U I S I T I O N S  C H R O N O L O G Y

2 0 1 3

   January 22nd Portrait of omas Hill, by John Linnell for $1,743.98

    August 24th Portrait of Helen Greene, by Arthur Musgrave for $770

  October 23rd Bacchante, by Jules Jean Pendariès for $2,101

2 0 1 4

 February 22nd Mater Dolorosa, by Unidenti"ed (Spanish) for $1,313

     March 25th Infant Bacchus, by Julien Dillens for $253.16

        June 17th L’infant Marie Dupont, by Charles Matton for $2,015

           July 9th Clare with Arrow, by Charles Pompilius for $500

 September 6th Perpetual Calendar, by Johannes Ratisponensis for $387

  October 19th Watercolor Portrait, by Unidenti"ed (British) for $240

2 0 1 5

December 11th Girl and Lion, by Juan Béjar for $3,006
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P R I V A T E  S T U D Y  R O O M S

In emulation of Isabella Stewart Gardner I have 
paid close attention to works of art displayed in domestic settings  
as opposed to museum settings. Finding no one else on the case, I  
took it upon myself to "nd every signi"cant example of study 
rooms and art collections carefully arranged in a private setting.  
is was a project that has progressed alongside my own collect -
ing of art from 2012 onwards. Finding new photographs for this  
collection has proven to be a worthy consolation whenever the art  
market gives me nothing, which is most of the time. It is the least  
I can do to bring attention to these historic images that the fash -
ions of today have been unkind to—I am aware of only a handful  
of such collections that still exist as they appeared in these photo -
graphs. Whether by neglect or derision, it was clear that these  
documents were as endangered as any archaeological site. e fol-
lowing is a selection of the private study rooms that have had the  
greatest in#uence on my collecting. 

e website is reddit.com/r/privatestudyrooms

44



Alexander Constantine Ionides—is is my favorite ex-
ample of a study done right: the bookshelves are low and  
double as pedestals for sculpture, all pictures are small and 
eye-level, chairs are very low to the ground. Everything is  
heavily layered, intimate, and comfortable.
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Henry Hobson Richardson—is is one of the 
"rst study rooms that impressed me and remains 
one of the best. e variety of curtains bring to 

 mind those in the Gardner museum. 
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Isabella Stewart Gardner (Brookline)
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e founding of a Library is a momentous, even a 
solemn event. It consecrates a building to the pre-
servation of the intellect of the past and of the  
present. It gives a permanent habitation to the 
#eeting thoughts that have stirred or soothed 
men's minds, and are here garnered for the service 
of all. It is the wealth here stored that is indes-
tructible; all other wealth that can be heaped up  
may take to it wings and #y away. Intellectual 
wealth is alone permanent, and affords the stand-
ard of a nation's power. A nation without librar-
ies is a nation without books; and a nation 
without books vanishes from the earth, and we 
have to send forth expeditions with shovel and 
spade to exhume its scanty traces. e  "ght of 
light against darkness, the battles of knowledge, 
the wings whereby we #y to heaven, against ignor-
ance which is the curse of God, are all fought out-
side in the world, but a library is the armory 
where the weapons are stored, and where the cam-
paigns are planned. If we are the heirs of all the 
ages, it is in libraries that our inheritance is recor-
ded, and to them must we resort to enter on pos-
session. 
H O R A C E  H OWA R D  F U R N E S S ,  1 8 8 8
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A.I. Vyazemsky
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Gabriele D'Annunzio—La Prioria è la casa 
trasformata e arredata da d’Annunzio sulle rive 
del lago di Garda. Da una semplice villa colon-
ica, già appartenuta al critico d’arte tedesco 
Henri ode, d’Annunzio creò una casa museo 
che intese allestire per narcisistica memoria di sé.  
Simbolo del suo “vivere inimitabile” nelle stanze  
interne sono conservati circa 10.000 oggetti e 
33.000 libri, che si abbinano a frasi enigmatiche 
e motti, leggibili su architravi e camini, in un  
gioco di rimandi simbolici. L’atmosfera che si res-
pira all’interno di sacralità, è ampliata dalla 
scarsa illuminazione. 
E N R I C O  B O N A M I N I ,  1 9 9 9  
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Alexander Petrovič Basilewsky
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