ART DEALER
WILLEM JAN HOOGSTEDER

“You have to see the painting,
not think about who made it”

One of the world’s leading experts on seventeeatfitoy Dutch masters,
the flamboyantVillem Jan Hoogstedey runs a gallery on Lange Vijverberg
in The Hague. He explains some of the subtle nisaatthe art trade
to Liesbeth Wytzes. “A copyist paints part of th#f@and then the coat

beside it, because a copyist copies; but that'©ioata real painter paints.”

“No, this one’s no good. Strange hand. That isight. Looks odd. Painted over.
There’s no hair left. And what's with the backgrd@i Willem Jan Hoogsteder (55)
- big, dark-blue suit - leafs deftly through thetatague of an auction at Palais
Dorotheum on 10 December in Vienna. On the righthato of the painting; left,
text with description, name of artist, all that'eokvn about the painting. Words
deleted, exclamation marks and question marks. bktedgr points, explains,
opines. Some people may feel a little intimidatedthe chic, stylish descriptions
accompanying the pictures, citing experts andniglthe history of the painting. Not
Hoogsteder. Behind his air of light, studenty nalahce, charm and easy patter
lies a dedicated expert. He sees everything. Ifréiséorer was too aggressive, for
example, so that only a thin layer of paint remast®owing the structure of the

canvas underneath. Awkward postures, details ghimter. “Look, this painting has

been cropped; that leg just stops. And here, tligsees are listless. Muddy. A
pathetic painting really. This bit is broken. Héte far too dark. What's the point?
It's not attractive.”

In the trade, Hoogsteder & Hoogsteder rank ambegbest art dealers in
the world for mostly seventeenth-century art. Thas Holland’s heyday, the rise of
the Dutch Republic and an age of unprecedentedhvealot just in financial terms.
Jop Ubbens (54), director of Christie’s Amsterdaal]s Hoogsteder “Flamboyant
and colourful, while most art dealers are moremexk Which he combines with
tremendous knowledge. He has a firm opinion of &ign and knows how to
combine the commercial and the academic. He dokdrttimself be led by others;

he follows his own instinct. That's

what being an entrepreneur is about.” The galleoyed into its splendid premises
on Lange Vijverberg in 1991, opposite the city’'sitcal Hofvijver pond, with a
view of the prime minister’s office, the Torentjehe furnishings are, as might be
expected, classical. Paintings line the goldemsyellwalls, almost all from the
seventeenth century. For those who want a closdrtleere are magnifying glasses
available. Two safes in the basement are als@fyihintings.

Hoogsteder grew up surrounded by art; his parembahe was full of
paintings. His grandfather, a carpenter, set upr@aittire factory; his father, a self-
made collector, expanded the factory, sold it ia #870s and went into the art
business. The gallery now belongs to his son, wihdiedd art history at Utrecht.
Hoogsteder & Hoogsteder occupy a unique positiothénart world. The firm sets
its own course and has avoided the major art falmsre most art dealers feel
obliged to put up a stall. They have never paréitgd in TEFAF, the world famous
annual art fair at Maastricht, or indeed AmsterdaAN. On the other hand, they



appear as experts on AVRO’s television programnussen Kunst & Kitsch the whole sky. To remove that paint is always k&, fiecause you never know what
(Between Art and Kitsch — the Dutch version of BB@htique Road Show) and  you’ll find underneath.”

organise their own exhibitions, transforming ttgatlery into a museum. Above all, Even so, the later layer of paint has to be removV&hat is a major
they are never mysterious about what they sell, dwaw appealing to the gamble, and the results can be dramatic.”

imagination. At Hoogsteder either you buy a pamtior you don't. It's a shop.
Albeit a magnificent shop. One painting on the wall is especially intriguirgsmall portrait of a girl, so bright

and fresh that it might have been painted yesterttagraws you immediately

Quality towards it, almost unconsciously. Hoogsteder fiitdsharming too, he points out

This business is not just about aesthetics, itls® @bout quality. Sometimes the folds of the light-green silk lining of the il the precision with which it is

. N - o rendered.
Hoogsteder goes to a saleroom to view a painting,Seems promising. “Is it a

- . . . . That is not what it looked like when he first sdvat a Christie’s sale in
good painting? Perhaps it's ugly. You often endyomg to an auction for nothing,

. . Paris. Hoogsteder often buys at auction, as wellr@® private sellers. “It was
but that's not a problem. At least you know you dwiv missed anything.” What g 4 P

makes a good painting? How does an art dealerdbakpainting, or judge it? “On grimy and dirty, with a thick layer of varnish. Byhu could see the quality: that the

o . hai beautifull ft, that all the | t#l there. Th tire back d
the one hand you look at a painting like everydse boks: what do you like about air was beautiiuly so at afl the layers we ere € entire backgroun

. . . : "
it, what makes it exciting? But | also look at tigality. And then | look for what's had been painted over. Which raises the questidiy anly the backgrounds

wrong with it. Everything is pristine and as perfect as you caudr hope to see. Did someone

il the back d? So that’ th ble. Fdmek d had b inted
And Hoogsteder sees things that most people metare. “Some of those spotl the backgroun 0 that's worth a gamble ground had been painte

- blue, which was in vogue at one time. Our restammoved the blue and
paintings are three or four hundred years oldh#t tase there has to be enough of g

. o fortunately, und th lay the original
the original left to be able to say the qualitg@od. If you leaf through a catalogue, ortunately, Underneath 1ay the original green

. - . Th inti ffered at le in Pari k b
90 percent is negligible because of the conditimen They are damaged, or € painling was ofiered at a sale In Faris asaramymous work by an

. . . ) unknown sixteenth-century master. “| spotted ittle catalogue and inserted a
tampered with. Many of the paintings have areashhae been painted over, which y P g

. . - sticker: don't forget to look. You can't base yalgcision on a catalogue picture,
is not always a bad thing. You can remove thateqmbse the original underneath. g y gue p

Then you find out how good the condition iEhere are different kinds of you have to see the real thing. So | went, wallast i and thought: this is superb. |

_ _ _ want that painting. It had a low starting pricedan 10,000 euros. You try not to
damage; a scratch is not that terrible.But then an eighteenth-century restorer P g g priced y

' . _ stand in front of the painting for too long at éesgou don’t want everyone to know
may have found the scratch too awkward to fill amaly have decided to paint over P g g e 4

how wonderful you think it is. You have to exerceséttle self-control. In this case



the bidding went to ten times the estimate, becaibers had seen that it was
special too. But you can't allow that to influengeur own strategyYou have to
stick to your plan and ignore the catalogue text owhat some person tells you,
or the erratic behaviour of the bidders. You have to stick to your strategy: to
what you're prepared to pay. You can often sensei more bid and it's yours. So
that's what | did and here it is. Of course thattrcomes out at the restorer’s, that's
when it really gets interesting.”

While Hoogsteder works with several restorers,has a favourite. He
keeps the name to himself. “I'd rather not say.sHmisy enough as it is.”

Together with the restorer they inspect the wddsaly. In this case, the
background was the problem. It had not been paiotest recently; the damage
could well have been done in the seventeenth drtedgth century. Despite the age
of the overpainting, for Hoogsteder it was all wgoH wanted it to be authentic.”

The overpainting was removed and a magnificentergréackground
emerged — which was fortunate. “This is a well padrwork, in excellent condition
and extremely attractive. Which is what one wanihén came the next problem:
who painted it? “Anonymous school, the catalogwaest, with a rough date. That
was all. It's possible to estimate a date fromghbject’s clothing, but if it's a copy
that tells you nothing. First you have to find otithe paint is from that same

period. You can often tell if it's a copy from thay it is painted. A painter paints

What is he looking for in those books with theundreds of pictures?
“Above all other portraits: whatever looks similaspecially the style. The next
place to go is Rijksbureau voor Kunsthistorischecloentatie, the art-history
institute here in The Hague. They have a vast stbridustrations catalogued by
name. And they have their expertise too. For examgil such-and-such auction this
work was attributed to X, but we think it must be Wery few artists signed their
work in the sixteenth century. Art history is angomg process and research
continues; different people are constantly reexargin particular artists.”
Hoogsteder narrowed it down to one of two artiBigter Pourbus (1523-1584) or
Willem Key (1515-1568), until he met an art histariworking on Key who was
sure he could recognise the style. “He’s prettynitef about it, and so are we. So in
our opinion the painting is a Key. Although it magll be that in thirty years time
everything changes. That's how it goes. New insight

Is that a bad thing? You buy a Key and years lateirns out - or appears
to turn out to be by someone else. “No, not reddlyyers want to be sure, but in the
end it's not essential. Because it's the object thatters, the art. Who painted it
doesn’t change its aesthetic quality. When | viewaanting, the authorship is
completely irrelevant. You have to look at the piaig itself and not think about

who painted it. As open-minded as possible.”

in layers. For example, first the shirt with itgdacuff, and then the coat that covers Three Names
it. A copyist paints part of the cuff and then tteat beside it, because a copyist To be able to sell a painting, the quality haseagbod. And it has to look good to,

copies; but that's not how a real painter paintee it's time to do your art
historical research: who could it be? We have alibigry downstairs. So you find
the books. In this case Max Jakob Friedlander;dtegorised sixteenth-century art

in the early twentieth century. It's a standard kvdrhere are monographs too.”

however subjective that may be. Take the sea viewhe wall - a marine, as it's
known in the trade - by Jacob Bellevois (1621-1626)east that's one of the three
names on the canvas. It shows a series of shiphenvater, manned by small

figures busy climbing the rigging and adjusting fladls. “Bellevois signed his name



in full, but on one of the ships there's the nane\Dieger, and there’s a barrel in There were painters everywhere too; too many lfafahem to be equally

the water with the monogram of the greatest of tl@imWillem van de Velde. good. Just because a painting is old, doesn’t nteangood or beautiful, however
Someone added those names, and they remain howewmdr you clean the work. romantic the idea that an object has existed for fmundred years. Which is why art
For example, you can remove nineteenth-centurytiaddi by dabbing detergent dealers play such an important role for this peridtr me it's the most exciting
diluted to a certain strength, and the varnish 8ince the names remain even then, period with the finest paintings. In the nineteen#intury, for example, it's quite
they must have been added much earlier. | think tlae from the late seventeenth different. A huge amount of art came onto the marked those paintings are
or early eighteenth century. It might have raidesl irice. Yet this is such a typical signed. It's not difficult to assess their conditiolThere is not much that an art
Bellevois. Those figures are so characteristich whiteir unusual shape. Once you've dealer can add. Basically, what | sell is inforroati It's quite a risk to buy a
seen a few, you know: that's obviously a BelleViasire.” seventeenth-century painting at auction withouti@gvin my opinion. For someone
Hoogsteder is full of admiration and wonder foe thutch Golden Age, a starting a collection, the knowledge we providessential.”
period he has made his own. It was in seventeetihicy Holland, for the first time Having bought a painting such as the work by Kayby Bellevois, the
in history, that artists began painting everydaypjescts. “Before then art was next step is to find a buyer. It's harder to find@od painting than the right buyer.
reverential. It was for the Church and the arisiogr Until townspeople started to Hoogsteder's paintings range from 25,000 euroschwhtiie offers to encourage

accumulate wealth. These burghers didn't live istles; they lived in ordinary people just starting their collection. Considerabls expensive than other galleries.

houses and they wanted art that fitted in withrthfgstyle. Down-to-earth.t was

in the seventeenth century that still life emergedas a subject. It was

“The margin at that price is minimal, but we offaem to enable collectors to start.
It brings that period to life for them. The bestyw® understand that world is

unprecedented, and so ordinaryMarines, landscapes with everyday scenes, stilthrough paintings. Insight into the seventeenthurgrhas to start from somewhere.

lifes: these were genres that had not existed eefdever. Nowhere. It resulted
from the rise of new money.

“We formed the first true democracy in Europegafihe Greeks. Never
had so many ordinary people acquired so much mba#ye. A man like Piet Hein,
he was a nobody, until he became a kind of super-héike today’s top footballers.
New lands were being discovered. A simple county bould make a fortune, or
die trying. Exciting! Amsterdam, which had beendired out of the water. New
inventions, telescopes, microscopes... Our nagdntthe way. Everyone was doing

their best, and it was working!”

If there’s too much information, it becomes inacigle. | see it as part of my
mission to offer these relatively inexpensive paigg. We try to do more than just
sell; we really love the period. Art from this pattiis like a language which has
become obscured by time. To teach people that &geguyou have to create the
opportunity. And if you want to nurture collectoy®u have to give them a helping
hand.”
Hoogsteder is always searching for paintings anglets. One of the

reasons he organises exhibitions, sometimes wittmslofrom museums, is to

encourage customer loyalty. No other gallery ddes. tSometimes he opens on a



Sunday to the general public, because the way telole knowledge is to view
more. “It can be hard to figure out what peoplejikometimes they don’t even
know themselves.”

Nevertheless, it is increasingly difficult to fimod paintings. “I wouldn’t
be able to fill this room with winter landscapes marines; there are so few

paintings on offer.”

Cindy Sherman
In fact the dearth of paintings predates the réaesand prices of old masters have
remained constant at today’s levels for many ye#rs.not like modern art, where
a photo by Cindy Sherman fetches four million dwllaPrices of old masters are
nowhere near that. If prices were to rise thensiingply would naturally increase
too. Nevertheless, there is movement in the uplgntf In China, Russia, Saudi
Arabia they've woken up to the fact that, hold othat's quite cheap. At Christie’s
in London two paintings by Adriaan Coorte recentient to a buyer who |
understand to be Chinese. He paid 3.5 million edowseach, and quite right,
because they are superb paintings and extremedy rar

It's not just Chinese and Russians who are distoyeold masters.
Contemporary artists and collectors view this mbids the most authentic form of
art - and the earlier the bettérixteenth century art is a particular favourite of
modern artists. Damien Hirst, Jeff Koons and Wim Dévoye collect old masters.
| also sell to contemporary artists and they tedl thmat, to them everything between
then and now is like white noise. Impressionists, &xample: too sickly sweet.
They want to get back to the roots.” More and nuamtings from the seventeenth
century and thereabouts are now locked into museoftections. They have

disappeared from the market. Permanently. Collsatften donate everything they

have en bloc to a museum; so none of that is ever sold agane &f the most
famous and largest collections of seventeenth-cgrd is that of Rose-Marie and
Eijk de Mol van Otterloo. They live in the Unitedtafes and have already
announced that they intend to donate their collacto an American museum.
Nothing wrong with that, says Hoogsteder. “Peom&dl so much these days. It's a
good thing that Dutch art is on display aroundwheld. It shows how great it is.”
So what will the trade look like in twenty yeanné? “Good question. It'll carry on,
and there’ll be plenty of paintings for collectais buy. But you can’t buy a
Vermeer these days, and collectors know that.”

Key’s portrait will find a home somewhere, it'sbaautiful piece. And the
naval battle by Bellevois too - the Dutch love #hesea pictures. Sometimes
Hoogsteder wonders if he could ever have been mmythther than an art dealer.
What would life have looked like? He followed inshiather’s footsteps almost
automatically. “I never thought of doing anythingee When | was at school, most
of my friends went into their father’s business. Waver used to discuss it much,
we never asked why. Now | sometimes wonder whatldvbave happened if | had
decided to do something different? Nonsense, ofssolEvery time a new catalogue

comes in, | feel the adrenalin and the excitement.”

Translation of article published in leading DutchgazineElsevier Juist, December
2013 (vol. 1, no 4.)
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