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For a newbie, starting an art collection can be a daunting prospect. What I mean 
by starting an art collection is not some grand individual sitting down and 
mapping out a 5 to 10 year purchase strategy to create a balanced collection 
which is fully representative within their chosen collecting field – that approach 
is reserved for a very select few buyers. For the majority of us mere mortals, what 
I mean by starting a collection is the first time an individual consciously decides 
that they want to buy a work of art and, therefore, decides that they want to 
live with art. The financial level of this purchase or exactly what is bought are 
irrelevant – it is this first step that is fundamentally important, it is a very powerful 
decision. As it is with oak trees growing from acorns, so it is with collecting.

Once the decision to start buying art has been made, there are five pieces of 
advice I would give to a new collector:

Dispel the Mystique Surrounding Art
It’s a strange phenomenon but often the very mention of the word Art has the 
effect of causing a mild sense of trepidation and apprehension in people who are 
otherwise highly accomplished and confident. This reaction is unique to the Art 
Market - I have never been in a situation where someone was mortified to admit 
to a limited knowledge of physics or engineering – both of which are arguably 
more useful of attention than Art. 

This nervousness surrounding Art is the result of deeply held prejudices and 
snobbery that surrounds the subject - notions of good taste and class, education 
and erudition. To be knowledgeable about Art is to be sophisticated and urbane; 
to admit to being clueless about Art is to admit to being a somewhat lesser 
individual, to be uncouth and unsophisticated, not part of some exclusive and 
aspirational Club. The fear of looking ‘less than’ causes nervousness about Art in 
general.

The first rule to successful collecting is to ignore all this nonsense – it is 
essential to dispel any trepidation you have about the Art Market and not to 
be intimidated by it. First and foremost, the Art Market is a commercial market 
like any other – its function is to sell Art. Period. All the other fluff and nonsense 
around it is just that, fluff and nonsense, often caused by people in the periphery 
of the Art world who trying to be cool. Ignore all of it. If you are serious about Art 
and serious about buying it, you will be taken seriously.

1) Educate Yourself / Do Your Research
Education and knowledge are fundamental to collecting Art – the more 
knowledge you have, the more informed your choices can be – how can you 
know that Picasso is your favourite artist if you have never seen his work? 

As an eager new Art collector, it is your obligation to seek out and look at as 
much art as possible. Understanding Art is simply a numbers game, the more you 
see, the more you will remember and the more you will understand. Developing 
that most mythical of things - ’an eye for art’ simply involves expanding your 
visual reference points. Compare, contrast, remember.

Go to galleries, exhibitions, museums. Read books, watch movies – take whatever 
opportunities that arise to expand your awareness. At no stage has it ever been 
easier to reference and access art –you certainly don’t need to have studied Art at 
university to understand it (although it does have its benefits!) 

Never be afraid to ask questions – curiosity is positive, it is never embarrassing. 
Remember that Dealers, Gallerists and Auctions Specialists generally have a 
passion for their subjects and therefore want to develop their audience and their 
market base in order to sell work. If you are serious about buying something, they 
will be more than happy to answer your questions and to give their opinion on 
works. 

It is important to emphase that understanding why you don’t like something is 
equally as important as understanding why you like something. You will never 
develop your taste if you don’t challenge it. For example, if you think Carl Andre’s 
brick sculptures are ridiculous – don’t just dismiss them, make a point of reading 
about them to understand why he made them. You still might dislike them, but 
you probably won’t think they are pointless. 

2) Understand the Art Market
There are many ways to buy Art – Galleries, Auctions, Graduate Shows, Studio 
Visits – understanding the specifics of each option is vitally important as they are 
all different and all offer different opportunities for the Collector.

A Gallery publishes a stated price for a work, so a collector knows what it costs 
from the start (always ask for a discount though!), an Auction House on the 
other hand only gives guideline prices called Sales Estimate. These represent the 
Auction House’s expectation of what the work will achieve, but it is not set in 
stone – the end price can be higher or lower than the Estimate. Also remember 
that you will have to pay a Buyer’s Premium onto of the sales price - it will come 
as a very unpleasant surprise if you haven’t factored it in!

Graduate Shows and buying direct from an Artist’s Studio are totally different 
once again. Yes, it is certainly possible to buy a rising star early on in their career 
at in hindsight was a fabulously discounted price, but there is much more risk 
to this strategy. Whereas Galleries and Auctions have a huge resource of experts 
and specialists to educate and advise you, buying from a Grad Show or Studio 
depends entirely on your knowledge and confidence. Basically, the buck stops 
with you!

3) Buy What You Love
Buying what you love is an old adage, but it is a true one. Unless you intend to 
collect purely for investment, which is an entirely different scenario, it is always 
best to concentrate your focus on things you love and respond to emotionally 
- remember you will be living with them. Time has proven that the very best 
collections have always evolved from the distinct personal taste of the collector 
which gives the Collection an integrity and individuality which is sometimes 
lacking in more ‘professional’ Collections. 
It is also important to point out that it is highly likely that your tastes will change 
and develop over time as you are exposed to a greater depth of Art – it is not 
unusual for the tastes of long term collectors to move away entirely from where 
they started out.

4) Take your time - Don’t Buy the First Thing You See
The Art Market has been around for a very long time, and it will continue to be 
there long after you have stopped collecting. This means that there is no rush 
to dive in and buy your first purchase. Enthusiasm is good but mistakes can be 
made if you are too gung-ho and buy without enough research. 

5) Understand your Budget - Always Buy the Best You Can Afford
Sadly, unless you are the beneficiary of a spectacular Trust Fund or somehow 
related to a Tech Billionaire, the chances are that you will need to work within a 
defined budget - knowing these parameters can have a positive effect on your 
collecting as by necessity they force you to focus your field of opportunity and 
can push you into less obvious areas of collecting than you might otherwise have 
explored. A limited budget might also encourage you to look at alternative media 
– as a rule, drawings tend to more affordable than paintings, and prints more 
affordable still (clearly this is a very generalised statement). Many contemporary 
artists work across diverse media, enabling collectors to buy at different financial 
entry levels. You can buy something by Henry Moore or Damien Hirst or even 
Pablo Picasso from a couple of thousand all the way up to seven figures – 
collecting can actually be quite egalitarian if you move outside of just wanting to 
buy a certain type of work.

One final hugely important thing to bear in mind when collecting is ALWAYS 
to buy the best example that you can afford of what you want. In Property it is 
location, location, location – with Art it is quality, quality, quality! A collector will 
always maximise their chance for a good return if they buy one good example of 
an artist’s work rather than four mid-rate works. Clearly this does not mean that 
unless you can afford a masterpiece you shouldn’t buy Art – just buy as well as 
you can. Future Collectors will always look out for quality when they are starting 
their collections so you are effectively future proofing your investment as much 
as you can.

On that note – enjoy collecting, take it seriously but have fun!

Call us today to enquire about an appointment on 01883 722736 or email 
enquiries@doerrvaluations.co.uk or visit our website www.doerrvaluations.co.uk
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