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A New and Giant Player
Looms in Web Art Sales

By RANDY KENNEDY

The selling of expenslve con-
temporary art online has had a
rocky history. Satheby's and the
art-information company Artnet
both tricd and failed as ploncers
in the late 1990s, giving up after
deciding buyers. were not yet
ready to pay five or slx figures
for works they had not scen in
person. The VIP Art Falr had
slightly better luck when it began
in 2011, though it was plagued by
technical problems: that showed
how tricky it was fo

nal that Amazon would charge
the seller a commisslon of 5 per-
cent to 20 percent.

It is unclear whether the com-
pany will- focus on lower-end
sales of prints and-photographs
or also try to move into the mar:
ket for higher priced one-of-a.
kind works like paintings and
sculpture, The growth of online
sales has been fueled primarily.
by three factors: a broadening
basc of art collectors around the
world; a much greater willing-
ness by those pco(flc, both.vet-

the cxperience of bricks-and.
mortar selling into a virtual envi.
ronment.

But the landscape is shifting
rapidly, and it is about to be tilted
by the entry of a heavywelght:
Amnzon Is In discussions with

Amazon is poised to
re-enter a market
that is edging into
six-figure prices,

dozens of - smaller cstablished
galleries 1o begin offering con-
temporary and other - fine art,
moving well beyend the posters
and tnexpensive prints it now of-
fers.

The expecied declsion would
represent Amazon's re-entry into
the art world, after it also made
an carly unsuccessful try, as part-
ner to Sotheby’s, in 1999, It would
join  several well-established
players in the online market, like
Arlsy, a high-end seller that uses
a Pandora-like algorithm search
feature; Paddie8, an online auc-
tion site; Artnet, which is back in
the business with auctions; and
Artspace, which: has partner-
ships with dozens of prestiglous
galleries and museums offering
works from $100 prints to a $2.5
mlllion Cy Twombly painting.

A spokesman for Amazon sald
in an c-mail that the company
had no comment about plans for
an art venture, first reported by
The Art Newspaper. But several
of the gallerics in discussion with
the company have sald that the
sales might begin this month and”
several told The Wall Street Jour-

cran

0 trust onlinc. transactions and
buy works after seeing only ple-
tures of them;: and ‘a huge
amount of inventory in the store-
houses of galleries, as a growing
number of art fairs and other ex-
hibitions- leads to more artists
making ever more work,

A survey of more than 200 col-
lectors by the international insur-
ance company Hiscox, released
in April, found that almost.two-
thirds" had - bought : art - online,
without first sceing it in'person,
and that onc-guarter of the col
lectors surveyed had .. spent
$75,000 or more on works from
online sellers or those they had
seen only in JPEGs sent by-gal-
lerles.

“We've scen that the price
point people are willlng to pay is
rising,” sald Catherine Levenc, a
co-founder and the chief execu-
tive of Artspace, which began
selling art online in 2011, The
company does not disclose over-
all sales figures but says that
more than 200,000 people are now
registered - as  members, - Art-
works.pushing past the $100,000
mark have been showing up in-
creaslngly “on the site,  which
charges a commission from- gal-
Teries like 303 and Lubring: Au-
gustine in New York.and Sadie
Coles In London. - Artspace has
sold picces like . an -engraved
granite bench by Jenny - Holzer
for §125,000.

“That doesn't happen every
day, but for sure it’s happening
more and more;” said Ms. Le-
vene, who added :that she. be-
lleves ihe share of -the overall
contemporary market moving to
online sales will increase steadify
in the next few years. She added,
“§ think that Amazon getting into
the - business. -just . makes - that
more clear”
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AWORD WITH: CHIMAMANDA NGOZi ADICHIE

Daring to Write Frankly About Race

In her first two novels, “Purple
Hibiscus” and “1ialf of a Yellow
Sun,” the award-winnlng Nigerl-
an author Chimamanda Ngozi
Adichie explored the history and
contemporary life of her home
country, Her new novel, “Amerl-
canah,” {5 set in both Africaand
the Uniled States, The stary ol
tows lemelu, a young Nigerlan
wontan who moves (o America
and finds some fame writinga
candid blog about issues of race
and nationality, Ina recent e-mail
interview with Jobn Williams,
Ms. Adlchic discussed the state of
‘Amcrican fiction, ficr approach to
writing about race and more,
‘These arc excerpts from the con
versatian, -

Q. Onecracter n “Ameri-
canah” says that when black
American authors write about
race, they “have tomake surc it's
50 lyrical and subtle that the
reader who doesn't read between
thelines won't even know it's
about race,” Woild you say that
your book {s fn some ways are-
sponse tothis?

A, The character was talking
about African-American, rather
than Alrican or American-Afri-
can writers, and this distinction
1s nlso piartly what the novells
about. I think “Americanah” Is a
response of sorts but it is compli-
cated by my not being African-
American, I could have donic
“Americanah® differently, ina
way that was safer.  know the
trapes, | know how race is sup-
posed to be dealt with in fiction
(you can do a “novel of idcas”
about baseball, but not about
race, because it becomes “hector-
ing”), but I wanted to write the
kind of novel about race that I
wanted fo read;

Still; there is acertain privilege
in my position as somebody who
ismot an American, who is fook-
ing infrom the outside. When I
cametothe U.S, I became fasci-
nated by the many pcrmmnllons

LEON NEAL/ AGENCI: FRANCE PRESS:
The author Chimamanda Ngozl Adlchle, who uses race and identity as themes in her work,

a primary consideration for me,
Character and story come first.
Q. lIfemelu, one of the two main
characters in “Americanah,” is,
like you, a Nigerian-born writer
whu maves to the United States
recclves a feliow-

of race,

the identity I was nsslgncd in
Amcrica. I still am fascinated.

Q. Did you feel you had tolivein
the United States a certain
amotint of time before you ap-
proached it in fictlon?

A.1don't belleve fn writing what
Idon't know. So [ fecl, having
Tived in the U.S. off and on fora
number of years, that T can tell a
story partly about America. That
said, the setting of my fiction lsn't
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shlp at Princeton, Aside from
these detalls, is there a deeper
autobiographical connection you
feel with her?

A, Ifemelu spends 13 years in the
U.S, before moving back to Ni-
geria, I'spent only four years in
the U.S, before I went back, and
have since lived in both coun-
tries. Thatls a significant differ-
ence, as much of Ifemelu’s char-
acter is shaped by being discon-
nected from home for solong, 1
quite like that she is a female
character who s not safe and
eastly likable, who Is both strong
and weak, both prickly and vul-
nerable. .

Q. Oblnze, the other main charac-
ter, thinks that in contemporary:
‘Amerlcan novels, “nothing was
grave, nothing serious, nothing
urgent, and most dissolved into
ironic nothingness” s this an
opinion you share?

A. I'm reading new novels by
Elizabeth Strout, Ellfott Holt and
Claire Messud, and they dispute
Obinze's opinion, I do think there
is a tendency tn American fiction
1o celebrate work that fundamen-
tally keeps people comfortable,
There is also an obsesslon with
“original” for the mere sake of it,
as though orlginal §s automatical.
ly good, and original often in-
volves some Jevel of irony and
gimmick,

The U.S. has been at war for
many years now, and there is also
anongoing Intense Ideological
war in the U,S,, but you would
hardly know that from Amercan
literature: But of course this is
also about my own biases. I love
fictlon that has something to say
and doesn't “hide behind art,”
novels that fecl true, that are not
sell-conscious experiments. [
read a lot of contemporary Amer-
ican fictlon and find the writing
admirable, but often it is about in-
dividuals caged in their individ-
uality. It says nothing about
‘American life, is more about style
thanitis about substance. (Style
matters, but I struggle tofinisha
novel that is ali style and has
nothing to say.) “The Greal Gats-
by,” for example, says something
about American Jife in a way that
many contemporary novels no
longer do,

@ In Nigerla you studicd medi-
cine, Whenand why did you de-
clde tomake writing your career?
A. Writing has always been what
[loved and wanted to do. But 1
didn’t think 1 could carn a living .
from writing. So I planncd tobe o

psychiatrist, have a regular sala- «

ry and use my patients' stories
for my fiction., But then 1 left
medical school because I was
bored and thought I would then
get ajobin media tocarn aliving.
Now I am doing what 1 love and
carning a living from it, and I feel
ridiculously lucky.

Q. Do you see any differcnces in
how your work is reviewed in the,
United States and Nigeria?

A.i'mvery pleased that more

THE
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‘Americans than ] thought are
reading it ina way ! hoped it
would be read, Stll}, it scems it is
mostly American readers who
most miss the fact that “Ameri-
canah” is supposed to be funny. 1
laughed a lat when writlng it (al-
though it is a bit worrying to be
soamused by one's own humor).
But 1 suppose race when bluntly
dealt with does not blend well
with that wonderful, famed
American carnestness.

Q. You teach writing In Nigerla,
‘What do you think it’s important
Lo instlllin young writers?.

A Thisis what 1 tell my students:
Read widely, read what you don't
like and read what you like and.
try not to consclously write like
either, And writing has to matier
in adeep way. You have to make
the time to actuatly write —
scems obvious enough, but 1+
often hear from people who say
they want to write but have no
time, And finally I icl them not to
think of family and relatives and
friends when they write, other-
wise they will censor themselves
without even knowlnglt, -

Q. Can you imaginé writing a nov-
el set entirely in the United . *
States? Have you started another
project, and can you share any~
thing about jt?

A.1never say never to anything,
My next work will be a novel of
ideas about baseball, More seri-
ously, I have many ldeas, I am
readlng and absorbing and
watching. I am also, deep down, a
superstitious Igbo woman, and so
don’tlike to tafk about future
‘work st the spirits desert me:
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