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THE WORLD
OF ART

Artists and art lovers are two sides of the
same coin. Auction houses like Christie’s
are the catalyst between the two. We
speak to Sonal Singh, Managing Director,
India and Senior Specialist, Christie’s to
understand the business of art..
By Nidhi Joshi
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You have various degrees and distinctions in art
education. How do you think art has evolved over the
years?
The art market is very cyclical. It might’ve been Bengal
School 20 years ago that people were very keen on and then
it shifted towards Modernists' Contemporary Art and back
to the Progression. What hasn’t changed, and I think is also
getting stronger, is the recognition of quality pieces.
Collectors today are very knowledgeable, and they have a
good understanding of art. They all know the artists they are
looking at, and they’re also open to new artists. I think we’re
at an interesting stage in art. It could be very personal, it
could be political, or it could be social. I can’t really
generalize what’s being created today.
How do you view the contemporary Indian art
scenario and that of the world?
Talking about the general scenario for Indian art, there is
a lot of interest and curiosity. In fact, we’ve had a group of
collectors and patrons of the Museum of Modern Art from
New York here to see the Indian Art Fair to check out what’s
going on in India. I think there’s genuine interest and it’s not

just internal. Obviously, India is our main collector base, but
there is a lot of interest coming from both East and West.

Tell us about your experience at Christie’s and what
does a normal working day look like in your life?
I report to Hong Kong, but I work closely with colleagues
in London and New York. I don’t know what time my day
starts and what time it ends because sometimes we have
conference calls at 7 am for Hong Kong and then another at
8 pm with New York, so it can be quite fluid. Though I’m a
specialist in South Asian art, I look after the India office and
represent Christie’s for other categories as well. At the same
time as a specialist for Indian art, I’m quite actively working
with collectors here who want to sell or buy as well.
In a creative business such as yours, how important
do you think it is to have the right degrees or is just
being passionate towards art suffices?
I think for any business there’s nothing like experience.
Even in art, if you’re collecting or in the business of deciding
you really need to keep looking. If you want to be an expert
on Raza, you can study a million books, but you have to look

“WE NEED CURATORS, CRITICS,
ARCHIVISTS, RESTORERS, WE NEED
PEOPLE WHO UNDERSTAND MUSEUMS,
PEOPLE WHO STUDIED MUSEOLOGY - WE
JUST NEED SO MUCH. IF YOU WANT TO
WORK FOR AN AUCTION HOUSE, YOU DO
NEED TO BECOME A SPECIALIST"
at his paintings and see them upfront one-on-one to really
understand the rough strokes, and to really see his works
and how they’ve evolved. There’s nothing that makes up for
experience one-on-one. Having said that, I did study art. I
studied fine art in college, and I did art history at Christie’s
education. And I also got my Master’s in the art business and
all those things have helped. But again, in the middle, I
worked for some galleries. I spent time with artists when I
was with a gallery called Bodhi Art, and I think that was
really the best training. So, it’s really a matter of time.
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How can one participate in the preview
and the following auction in New York
It’s very easy to participate online. You can
either bid online where you just register with
Christie’s at christies.com and you’ll you'll see
various options for sale. They can be live, and
you press bid. For the auction, we have four
options. There’s one auction which is the
collection of Jane and Kito de Boer with 80
slots in the live auction. Then we’ve got 70
slots of theirs on an online sale, which is just
online so it won’t be live. We have another 7080 works, which is a collection of different
pieces from different sellers which we call at
Various Owner auction. You can also
participate in this via telephone. You can be in
the room and you can give an absentee bid. It’s
not just online and once you have registered
with us, you can bid in any sale in any, any
category, in any format.
The Jane and Kito de Boer collection
have more than 150 works of modern
Indian and contemporary art. So, what
does this tell us about the Indian art scene?
The collection is over a thousand works. We
are selling a small part of the collection. It’s
153 lots that we’re selling between the live
auction and the online sale. They started
collecting in the early 90s, they moved to India
in ‘93 and they were here till 2000 in Delhi.
While they were living in Delhi, I guess they
were overwhelmed, and they loved every part
of India. They wanted to collect some part of
the culture that was tangible. So, they wanted
to look at Indian art and their first purchase
was a painting by Ganesh Pyne. Since then
they’ve built a very comprehensive collection
of Indian art and artists, Bengal School
modernists and even contemporary art. I think
for them it’s really been a journey of passion
and they really have loved India - their children
love India, they learned Hindi and love Indian
food. There are some works on paper and
there are some canvases. It is a broad range of
work and they’re still collecting. At the recent
Art Fair, they’ve just bought five works. It’s
passion and it’s something that’s going to be
with them all their life.

So, which are the upcoming artists from
India you’d say?
In contemporary art, anyone from the Art
Fair. They’re all such exciting artists. There are
people like Ranjini Shettae who’s an artist
based in South India and has shown
extensively at the museums in the USA and
galleries between the US and Delhi. We tend to
stay away from very young artists because
they must have gone through a certain number
of shows and museums before, and they must

“ I THINK FOR ANY BUSINESS THERE’S NOTHING LIKE
EXPERIENCE. EVEN IN ART, IF YOU’RE COLLECTING OR IN
THE BUSINESS, YOU REALLY NEED TO KEEP LOOKING"
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be given to us through a secondary source. So,
we’re not handling too many pieces by young
or upcoming artists.

What would you suggest to youngsters
who’d like to have a career in this industry?
Where and how to begin in case one wants
to work at an auction house?
An auction house is only one part of the
industry and there is a lot to the art. If you look
at what’s happening in the rest of the world, I
think what happens is that people tend to say,
“Oh, the art business is the most exciting part
of the art industry.” But there is so much that
is required. We need curators, we need critics,
we need archivists, we need people who
understand museums, people who studied
museology, we need restorers - we just need

so much. If you want to work for an auction house, you
do need to become a specialist. And like I said, you need
experience. Whatever area you choose to look at in the
art world, going in-depth into a certain area or an artist
will always be an asset. There are so many private
initiatives that are coming up as well – Kiran Nadar is
one, the Museum of Art and Photography in Bangalore,
the Kasturbhai Lal Bhai museum in Ahmedabad to
name just a few. People need people in running those.
I think there are a lot of gaps to be filled in and there
are a lot of opportunities. I think people must find what
they like, and you must be true to yourself and find
something that will be with you through your life.

