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EQUAL PARTS CONNOISSEUR
and razor-sharp businessman,
Robert Mnuchin rose to the
highest ranks of the financial
industry before becoming one
of the world's top dealers in
modern and contemporary
art. Until 1990 he was a part-
ner and the head of equity
trading at Goldman Sachs
and, during part of that time,
served as a director of the
American Stock Exchange
and the chairman of the
Upstairs Trading Committee of
the New York Stock Exchange
After more than 30 years,
Mnuchin left Wall Street to
partner with the dealer James
Corcoranin CEM Arts on
Manhattan’'s Upper East Side
The space was renamed LEM
Arts in 2005, when the private

THE WISE MEN

ART+AUCTION CHATS WITH
TWO EX-WALL STREETERS,
ROBERT MNUCHIN AND
ASHER EDELMAN, WHOSE
BUSINESS ACUMEN HAS
SERVED THEM EQUALLY
WELL IN THE FINE ART TRADE.
YETBOTHINSIST THEY ARE
CONNOISSEURS FIRST AND
PROFIT SEEKERS SECOND.

BY SARAHDOUGLAS

dealer Dominique Levy

replaced Corcoran, who had
left long before. There,
Mnuchin has sold blue-chip
postwar artworks and orga-
nized museumn-quality
exhibitions—"Jackson Pollock:
Drip Paintings on Paper 1948~
1949, "Picasso: The Classical
Period” and “Yves Klein: A
Career Survey,” to namejust a
few—that marry loans from
institutions and private collec-
tions with chotce pieces for
sale Next yeai, he and Levy
will open an outpost in Los
Angeles concentrating on
contemporary artists. In the
following conversation,
Mnuchin draws parallels
between equities trading and
art dealing, frequently putting
the interview on hold to take

calls while offering this gra-
cious apology: “It's a habit
from my Wall Street days—I
had a phone with 120 lines. My
boss would stand behind me
and say, '‘Damn it, pick up the
biinking lights!"”

You're a major player at
the auctions. At some sales
I've attended, you've
bought upwards of four
items. Were you there

at my favorite night, when|
waved my white scarf?

Oh yes, l remember that
well. You waveditin
surrender upon dropping
out of the bidding war

for Joseph Cornell’s
Medici Princess box at
$2.3 million. [The work sold
for $2.6 million.] An amus-
ing moment! | try to make it
fun. As so many of the prices
have become so high, it has
understandably gotten more
serious. But it's still great

| love going to auctions. All
the people in the room love
it too—otherwise they would
just callin their bids.

There’s also the competi-
tion for an object. Asa
trader, you once quipped,
“The worst trades are
generally when people
freeze and start to pray
and hope, rather than take
some action.” Is that
observation relevant to the
art market, as well? Yes, it
applies anytime you are
buying and selling anything
or making decisions of any
kind, in business or in life.
You might have a high batting
average, but you are going

to make mistakes And it
certainly is useful, with the

investor part of one’s brain,
to recognize a mistake—don't
try to defend it, but say, “Let’s
get out,” and move on to
something else.
Sowhatis LEM's
approach? Tell me a bit
about pricing. For us to pre-
sent something, we have to
like and respect it. It isn't just
an object for us to sell and
make 10 or 15 percent off of.
The second part is, we have to
respect the price. Sometimes
you'll see auction houses offer
very low estimates or very
high estimates. 'm a great fan
of auction houses, but they
don't feel a sense of responsi-
bility for the price. We do. We
try to set fair and appropriate
prices based on the artist and
the quality of the work in
question and on the current
marketplace We're proud
of that. | don’t know how
much we give up in keeping
our standards enormously
high, as opposed to being
driven by the opportunity to
make money.
Aren’t auction houses’
estimates a way of creating
a psychological expecta-
tion for what an object is
worth? Well, there are two
ways of looking at thal. One is
that a low estimate could
attract greater interest, and
the hope is that once people
start bidding, they will keep
bidding, whereas a high esti-
mate can scare people off. Or
a high estimate can create a
frame of value. There's a case
to be made on both sides. But |
think most things are well
served by lower estimates.
There hasbeen alot of
talk for several years now



about a market bubble,
particularly in contempo-
rary art. What do you
think? And why hasn't the
credit crisis had any
impact? | ask myself those
kinds of questions all the time,
and | get asked them a lot
because of my background
But Idon't profess to have the
iinswers, Not only has there
been an enormous broaden-
ing of interest in art, but there
are also so many more muse-
uins, and lhere are going to be
even more museums. The fact
that art will have a different
position worldwide in the fore-
seeable futureis irreversible.
We don't know if we're in the
beginning or the middle of
this rising market. We might
make a good case that we're
at the beginning
What do you tell people
who want to invest in art?
| believe, as a collector and as
a dealer, that the reason to
buy art is because you love,
love, love it. The next question
is, Can you afford it? Then you
must try to evaluate it, but it
has to start out with “My life is
going to improve by having
this kind of presence in it
Of course. But that doesn‘t
mean there aren't people
who want to use art to
diversify their portfolios,
so to speak. There's no ques-
tion that for some people, itis
about diversification of assets
|like that notion a ot better
than the idea of speculation
The percentage of speculation
in the market is lower than
one would expect, especially
when you get into the very
items that startle us with their
prices: frophies!it's hard for

me to imagine that any of the
core group of 10 or 15 trophies
that have sold in the past two
or three years have anything
to do with speculation.
Really? You think somebody
bought a S50 million or

$60 million Bacon for specu-
lation? Does that sound
logical to you? With younger
art, it is different. What’s the
fun of going to see an off-
Broadway show? There's a
sense of discovery. It hasn’t
been reviewed four times. For
some, hunting young art—in
Chelsea or London or wher-
ever—offers the lure that
maybe this is the next Warhol.
What about art funds?
Asher Edelman cites one
that you founded as arare
example that worked. Can
you tellme about it? When'
started the business, | created
a small limited-partners fund
with a structure not too unlike
that of a conventional hedge
fund I tried to raise a very
limited amount of money. |
didn't want the responsibility
of a lot of money, and | didn’t
want too many investors
Iwent to fewer than 10 people
whom | knew well. They
invested with me because
they had respect for me It still
exists inits original form. They
haven't hit any home runs, but
they've done nicely with it
What about the bigger
funds? [ honestly don't have
an opinion on them. We have
to go through a cycle and see
what happens. The only one
I'm aware of a little bit is the
British Rail Pension Fund

Yes. It invested $100 mil-
lionin art in the mid-1970s
and sold off all of it from

1987 to 1999. It is often
pointed to as the only
major art fund that has
been successful.!dont
remember what the definition
of that success was. Clearly

it bought quality objects

And it invested for the long
term. it was very well advised
The objects it bought had
nothing to do with fashion
ljust read that Charles
Saatchiis now advising a
hedge fund on purchases
of new art. Without being
negative about it, these things
are totally out of sync with
what interests me. What inter-
ests me is representing or

having objects that we think
are wonderful, having the
pleasure of working with
people, or often their advisers,
to consider an artwork, under-
stand it, explore it, try it out
and decide that they want the
experience of owning this
thing That is where my satis-
faction comes from. You know,
I'm anidealist in all aspects of
my life, but | certainly am as an
art dealer. | think of myself as
a collector who's dealing
Considering your recent
work with contemporary
names, such as the Amer-

ican artist Liza Lou and

the British duo Jake and
Dinos Chapman, would you
hesitate to do business
with a client you knew had
a tendency to flip pieces at
auction? | believe the people
who buy a work of art are
entilled to do whatever they
want with it. On the other
hand, | would hope that if

they chose to do something
withit, they would come

back to us

But you wouldn’t insist on
aresale agreement? No

I would rather look them in the
eye and say, “Listen, you've
changed your mind. We'd

certainly appreciate an
opportunity to work with

the piece”

After your partnership
with James Corcoran
ended—amicably, because
he wanted to move back
to California—why didn't
you change the gallery’s
name to Mnuchin? Many
people told me to do that
They said, “People know you,
they admire you. And it would
be good for you.” But we
already had a logo. And
maybe | don't like trading

on my own name
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Wall Street trader-
turned-art dealer
RoberiMnuchin,
standing in front of
JeffKoons's Wall

Reliefwith Bird, 1991
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