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SIMON DE PURY. OPPOSITE PAGE:

A MINJUNG KIM ART PIECE HANGS
ABOVE A FIREPLACE AT THE TOWERS OF
THE WALDORF ASTORIA, NEW YORK

RENOWNED AUCTIONEER, CURATOR, COLLECTOR AND ART ADVISOR
SIMON DE PURY HAS RECENTLY LENT HIS TALENT TO CURATE THE ART
FOR THE TOWERS OF THE WALDORF ASTORIA IN NEW YORK, NOW
UNDERGOING A MASSIVE RENOVATION. FLORENCE TSAI ASKS HOW HE
CHOSE ARTWORKS FOR THE LANDMARK PROPERTY AND HIS VIEWS ON
THE ART INDUSTRY DURING THE TIME OF COVID-19
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imon de Pury is dynamic, even over Skype from his

home in Monaco. It’s obvious how passionate and

animated he is about his career, with an energetic and
entertaining style at the podium that’s earned him the
moniker “the Mick Jagger of auctions”. Having re-founded
Phillips, one of the world’s leading art auction houses, de Pury is
a leading fugure in the global art industry. Since selling his stake
in the firm, he’s worn many hats, including leading a large
number of charity auctions.
“I feel very, very privileged being active in the art world,
ions and interests since

because this has been one of my main pas
I was a teenager,” he says. “I feel it’s a privilege to be doing
professionally what you enjoy most.”

Despite his achievements
/ friendly. Like everyone el

and fame, de Pury is humble and
, Covid-19 has drastically

ve:

impacted his career. “In 2019, I conducted 36 charity auctions
around the world. In 2020, since the pandemic started I've only
conducted four. I do most of my work over the phone with artists,
collectors and clients. I've found you can even curate exhibitions
without having to travel all the time.”

Because de Pury previously travelled so much — “I spent a third
of my time in London, another third in New York and the rest
travelling around the globe” — his client
base is international. It certainly helps
that he’s fluent in English, French, Y7}

German and Italian.

Given how badly art fairs have been F

impacted by Covid-19, I ask whether or

not he sees online showrooms as the

future of art fairs. “It’s extraordinary to

see how rapidly the market has switched

to being mostly online. In the auction

world, you see the main auctions now being conducted entirely
online, with people seeing the auctioneer live on screen. And
they’ve been very, very successful. It’s been more problematic
with art fairs, with literally all of them being cancelled since the
start of the pandemic. And so yes, you spend a lot of time
attending shows online.

“There’s a danger that it can induce a kind of digital fatigue,
because you’re constantly bombarded from galleries, asking you
to attend this showroom and or that showroom. And even if
you’re a very active collector — or, in my case, a professional
— you’re not going to devote all of your time just visiting
showrooms. That is the main challenge for galleries, to try and
get the attention of their top clients in this digital world.”

As for collecting strategies, de Pury places emphasis on the
collector rather than purely following market trends. “People
always feel intimidated about the art world,” he says, “and they
don’t dare to admit what they really like and what they don’t
like. They feel that they’ll be shown up as being non-
connoisseurs by admitting what they don’t like. So, the most
important thing when I work with somebody is to try and find
out what they really like.

“Everyone has personal preferences and affinities, and there
are things that, for whatever reason, don’t appeal to us — and
there’s no point trying to impose on people something that won’t
appeal to them,” he says. “I first like to go with potential clients
to an art fair or to go just to look at art books, to get a feel of

what makes them tick. When I understand better what excites
them personally, then I try within what excites them to define
works or find works of particular quality that would be of
particular interest — and, of course, that have potential growth in
market terms. Because once you start spending money and
buying art, you want to make sure that this money is wisely spent.
Even the most passionate and purist collectors want to make sure
that they don’t just throw the money out the window.”

The owners of the Waldorf Astoria approached de Pury to
help curate the art for the property’s renovation, which is due to
be completed by 2022. Having spent a lot of time in hotels
during his
interior environments are to gu

areer, de Pury understands how important their

ts and residents.

“Often in hotels or in residential projects, they just put up

bland corporate art, but I wanted to have artistic choices that are

as valid as those that you would choose for your own homes,” he
says. “I was very happy to help with this project, especially since
I stayed at the Waldorf Astoria on my first trip to New York. And
when I was curator of the Misa collection many years ago, the
Baron Thyss
in its own museum in Madrid — favoured the Waldorf Astoria as

€

en-Bornemisza — whose massive collection is housed

his go-to home in New York, and so that’s why I started staying
there. I'love New York. It’s an
extraordinary city, because it’s
where everything comes together.
You have all countries, all
nationalities, all cultures —it’s a great
big melting pot.”

The art de Pury has chosen for the
hotel reflects this sentiment through
an eclectic collection of paintings
and sculptures — a magnificent

fountain sculpture has been chosen for lobby — to ceram

glass works, with many more to be added along the wa
have works by artists from Korea, Cuba, Switzerland, Canada,
Britain and Africa,” he says.

“And then, of course, with a project of this magnitude, you

have budgetary constraints, so you can’t just put together your

ideal collection. There were some artists whom we felt would be
hard to work with from a budgetary point of view, but the artists
themselves viewed the Waldorf Astoria as a culturally important

project, so they made some sacrifices and concessions regarding
the acquisitions, and it was very gratifying to see that they’re all
onboard with the concept of doing something exciting for the
hotel and the city alike.”

Some of the artists de Pury has chosen — particularly Minjung

Kim, whose career has taken off' — have been vindicated by the

marketplace, showing that de Pury’s eye is still as sharp as ever.
De Pury, who made a cameo appearance in Netflix’s hit show
Emily in Paris, shows no signs of slowing down. Aside from being
a DJ — who'd have guessed? — and photographer, he identifies
himself

juggler, throwing a couple of ideas in the air to s

which one he can catch and execute. When asked about future
plans, he simply says, “I'm quite superstitious, I don’t like to talk
about my future plans, but I can say for sure that I have a couple
of ideas brewing.”

Given the drastic changes going on in the world, we can’t wait
to see what the mercurial de Pury has up his sleeve. @
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