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Collecting Prints

Building a collection of any kind can
become your art if you approach it with
structure and focus. In developing a print
collection, you can spend as much or as
little time as you like with each work, sen-
sually absorbing it and thinking about it. In
addition, you can learn about the technical
processes used, and about the ideas of the
artist and the cultural forces that shaped
them. You may loose track of time, just as
an artist does when working, and that
“lost” time can be an oasis from the stress
of normal living.

Prints are a good place to start if
you're just beginning to get interested in
collecting art. For one thing, they can be
stored in flat files when you run out of wall
space. And since prints are scaled comfort-
ably for houses or apartments, the ones
you hang are likely to be good company,
not taking over the room completely. You
don't need a mansion to display prints, and
you don't need a fortune to buy them.
Even for people who have a fortune and a
mansion, it seems to me that collecting
only paintings and sculpture is like eating
an excessively rich diet. Prints are the vege-
table and salad dishes of the art menu: re-
freshing, relatively unassuming, yet capable
of promoting exquisite sensation.

Sensation, however, is not all there is
to it. Study must play a part if you are to
get full benefit from collecting art. If you
see art you don’t understand, remember
Picasso’s comment to a woman who told
him she didn’t understand his painting.
“Madam,” he said, “I don’'t understand
Chinese, but the Chinese do.” A little read-
ing, a little thinking, a few questions form-
ed and answered can open the door to
understanding—it’s not nearly as hard as
learning Chinese. Don't be intimidated or
take the opinions of others as gospel. If the
work still doesn’t make sense to you after
some research, let it rest awhile and come
back to it later if you can't get it out of
your mind.

Cultivating judgment is part of a good
education. We learn to distinguish good
from bad, correct from incorrect, and
quick, well-reasoned decision making is an
admirable skill, useful in many fields. But
an unmitigated judgmental approach to life
shuts out creativity. Part of the value of
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pursuing an interest in art is that it leads to
some suspensions of judgment. Critic
Kenneth Baker explains this by describing
art as “a realm of masks that permits us to
try on unfamiliar viewpoints and toy with

overview

art choices on social connections can be
dangerous. If you meet an artist whose
work you like, you might like him or her,
but you might not. And an artist who is
socially graceful could be doing work that

Richard Diebenkom, Blue Surround, 1982, color aquatint with hard ground etching and dry

point, edition 35. 22 x 19" on 35 x 264"

sheet. Impressions of Blue Surround are difficult 1o

find, and if available will be in the secondary market at prices in the neighborhood of $35,000

changes of mind.” It is human nature to
like best what we already know, so art that
fits within your established taste and philo-
sophy is mainly a comfort for you. That's
not bad. But collecting art, especially rela-
tively inexpensive printed art, can give you
a chance to move beyond what is already
clear to you, to take a step and see where
it might lead.

Some contemporary artists think that
fifty percent of the art in any artwork is in
the viewer. The artist provides a trigger to
thoughts and feelings the viewer already
had but perhaps had not formulated.
When you pay attention to a work of art,
you become the artist’s partner in creating
an idea inside your own head. Because of
this personal connection, you might be
curious about the life of a favorite artist,
and wish to meet him or her. But, basing

turns out to lack staying power. There is no
way to find a correlation. In choosing art-
ists to invite to Crown Point, on principle

I skip over anyone who might not be per-
sonally honorable and anyone with whom
I would not like to spend time. But, never-
theless, I realize that honor and friendliness
are not required in a great artist. I want the
work of the artists I choose to be recog-
nized and collected a hundred years from
now, so | have developed additional
criteria.

These criteria involve looking for three
character traits I think all good artists have.
To describe them, I'm going to borrow
three of John Cage’s favorite words:
intention, indeterminacy, and discipline.
The first thing I do if I see interesting work
by an unfamiliar artist is to try to figure out

(continued on next page)
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the artist’s intention. I want to be sure the
artist is exploring something—a material,
an idea, an obsession—rather than making
work chiefly for a market. I also want to
consider how similar notions have been
explored by others in the recent past. Does
this artist love art enough to have learned
something about what has gone before?

Is it his or her intention to do something
different, connected to personal experi-
ence? Immature artists reform the insights
of others, probably inevitably, but it is only
after they have ideas of their own that their
work can sustain serious interest from
others. Besides seeing as much of the
artist’s work as possible, and thinking
about it, I try to read something about it,
searching especially for anything written in
the artist’s own words. If the artist speaks
in a way that's complex and intimidating,

I usually loose interest, but I also turn
away if the artist can’t seem to say any-
thing intelligent. Overall, I look for a
thread that runs through the work over
time. In all these ways, I try to grasp an
artist’s intention.

Indeterminacy, the second characteris-
tic I look for in an artist, is a little more
complicated. Sometimes an artist’s inten-
tion is too clear, and the thread running
through the work is not a thread but a
cable. Sometimes there is no ambiguity or
mystery—no indeterminacy. In algebra,
the word indeterminacy means a situation
where unknowns are greater in quantity
than knowns. If an artist’s state of mind is
indeterminate, even though his or her in-
tention is clear, the possibilities for that art-
ist are unlimited.

The third characteristic, discipline, re-
lates to art as a demanding, lifelong career.
No one forces an artist to produce art, and
except for a very few superstar artists, fi-
nancial rewards are slow in coming and
not very large. It can be exciting to collect
work of young artists and follow their de-
veloping careers, but I, myself, am more
interested in artists who have been working
at least ten years. There are many wonder-
ful artists who did not happen onto the
superstar track, but who clearly are disci-
plined and worthy of attention. If their
work also has influenced other artists, 1
think chances are good that it might be
truly important in the long run. When an
artist is young, before discipline has be-
come a habit, it's hard to tell if he or she
will sustain a career. Sustaining a career
requires both the discipline of sticking to it

and the discipline of maintaining a high
level of quality in work put on the market.

Print collectors are especially con-
scious of discipline in artists, since they
know this is a field in which reproductions
can be sold as original prints if an artist
signs them. Sometimes reproductions do
increase in value, but in general they do
not, no matter how good or how accurate
they are. For a print to be original rather
than reproductive, the artist must intend to
make an independent work, not to repro-
duce an already existing drawing or paint-
ing. By signing a print, the artist identifies
it, not just the image in it, as his or her
work. If the print is based on an artwork in
another medium, the print should be differ-
ent from its model in some interesting way—
that is, in some way that implies the artist
intended it to be different. The intent be-
hind a reproduction, on the other hand, is
to make it as similar as possible to its mod-
el, except—usually—in size.

In the print world there is controversy
about what makes the difference between
a reproduction and an original or fine art
print, and an effort has been made by var-
ious individuals and institutions to lay
down rules. The most common of these
specifies that to be original a print must
come from a matrix made primarily by the
artist. But prints that continue to be cher-
ished and collected over centuries often
weren't made according to any rules. What
counts most is the ability of the artist,
working with others or not, to create a
print that is lively and holds surprises for
the viewer. If a print is conventional, made
for the marketplace, it will be a poor in-
vestment whether or not it was made with
the artist’s own hands.

The best way to guard against buying
a reproduction when you want an original
print is to ask questions. Many collectors
believe confidence in the workshop that
produced a print is the best guarantee of its
authenticity. The production of workshops
is limited and documented, so they develop
defined reputations. If the workshop you're
dealing with is one in which artists nor-
mally draw directly on plates or other mat-
rices, the resulting prints will be reliably
original. This is true even if the artist
draws on a sheet of Mylar later used to put
the drawing on a plate photographically,
since this approach has the artist’s direct
participation.

In some workshops, however, techni-
cians routinely either trace the artist’s draw-

ing or use photomechanical processes to
adapt it to printmaking. Usually the artist
conscientiously directs the technicians and
considers the resulting print his or her
work, and in that case the art can be as
original as if the artist worked directly on
the plates. But you might want to ask some
questions about the intention of the artist in
making the particular print in which you
are interested. The questions may be al-
ready answered in the publisher’s docu-
mentation sheet, but if you can’t obtain it,
or it is incomplete, call the publisher. Ask
if an existing painting or drawing was pho-
tographed and transferred to the plates. If
this was done, it does not mean the result-
ing print is a reproduction, but it is a dan-
ger sign, and you might want to ask about
the artist’s reasons for working that way. If
you look at a print with a magnifying glass
and find dots from a halftone screen, that
is also a danger sign unless the image is
clearly based on a photograph.

In the early 1990s a rash of prints off-
ered for sale by charities of various kinds
flooded the market. Suddenly, a lot of work
by well-known artists was available at
prices that were artificially low because the
artists were not being paid their customary
commissions. This situation can result in
genuine bargains, but as a buyer you
should realize that artists sometimes donate
work they do not consider their best. Also,
be aware that organizers of charity sales
often don’t have much discrimination about
art, and you should not expect them to
provide quality control—this can be true
even if the charity is a museum.

Commercial auctions run by profes-
sional auction houses provide both quality
control and the chance for bargain prices,
but prints offered at auction are in the sec-
ondary market. A print enters the second-
ary market when its publisher has sold all
the prints in its edition, and buyers must
find secondary sources. They will probably
pay more than primary market buyers paid.
Prices fluctuate in the secondary market,
but, even so, they rarely drop below initial
publication prices. Five years ago I would
have said “almost never” rather than
“rarely”, but in 1990 there was a crash
in the art market, and some prints were
carried along in the subsequent torrent.

If you are interested in secondary
market prints, an art dealer or consultant
might be especially helpful. A good dealer
will try to locate a particular print for you,
and also will do some research and give
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Richard Diebenkom, Flotsam, 1991, aquatint reversal with scraping. bumnishing, and
drypoint, edition 85. 24 x 18" on 34 x 261"

sheet. $2,500. This is one of a very few

Diebenkorn prints still in the primary market. Diebenkorn, one of the greatest painters

of our time, died in 1993

you justification for the price being asked.
Realize, however, that if the print has
reached the stature of a masterwork, the
price will be high in relation to most other
prints. Masterworks, or masterpieces, are
rare. They are defined by word-of-mouth
agreement usually at some time well after
they initially came on the market. Prints
that immediately captivate the interest of
many buyers will not necessarily end up
being seen as masterworks, though a few
of them will. Time is needed not only to
see if the work remains compelling, but
also to determine the place of the particular
print in relation to the artist’s career.
Sometimes artists try out ideas in print-
making that they develop as time goes on,
and a print that at first seemed eccentric
later becomes a surprise masterwork.
Masterworks are difficult to come by and
costly, but they can be resold almost any
time, probably (but not necessarily) at a
higher price than you paid.

Publishers sometimes sell secondary
market prints, but relationships with pub-
lishers are of greatest value to collectors
who are interested in buying prints when

they are released, before it is clear which
prices will rise. In the secondary market
you can bargain, but in the primary market
prices are fixed, and low. Publishers begin
as low as possible, and raise prices quickly
if an edition sells well. In publication (or
“pre-publication”) prices you will find con-
sistent and genuine print bargains. In addi-
tion to providing bargains, buying from
publishers puts you in touch with new
work as it is being done, and supports the
possibility of more prints being made and
published in the future.

Many publishers don't produce cata-
logs or even color reproductions of new
releases, since they sell small editions at
prices that cannot support large promo-
tional costs. Color slides are almost always
available, however, and you can borrow
them on request. To begin a relationship
with a publisher, visit its gallery or press, if
possible, and get on the mailing list—there
may be a nominal charge. After you buy
something, no matter how inexpensive,
you are in a position to ask to be called
when new work comes up by artists you
find interesting. Sometimes, right from the

start, there are more willing buyers than
there are prints in an edition, and if a pub-
lisher thinks that may be the case, he or
she makes a choice about whom to notify
first. At Crown Point we have a club that
provides announcements of new releases in
advance of general mailings and chances to
buy at special prices. I think most other
publishers have comparable programs. The
price of club membership, at least at Crown
Point, is low (presently $50 a year), but in-
tended to be high enough to rule out peo-
ple who are not truly interested.

In building a collection, you might
want to structure it around a theme or
subject or artist or group of artists, or you
might simply follow your developing con-
noisseurship. The intellectual and emotion-
al rewards in buying artwork are primary to
most collectors. Statistically, art collecting
as investment is extremely risky. It seems
that financial rewards come only to people
who have a serious involvement with the
art, and they are the ones who care more
for the art than for the money. Rewards
beyond the monetary include the possibil-
ity of giving (or partly giving, partly selling)
your collection to a museum where it might
bear your name and where many people
will enjoy it for a long time to come. If you
plan to leave your collection to your child-
ren or other heirs, I hope you have the
pleasure of sharing your knowledge and
enthusiasm with them during your lifetime.
When entire collections are subjected to
estate sales, it sends a shudder through the
market.

If you decide to sell an individual
work from your collection, the publisher or
dealer from whom you bought it should be
the first person you approach. Most likely
he or she will not buy the print outright,
but—if the edition is sold-out—will take
it on consignment. In consigning a print,
you leave it with the dealer for a specified
length of time, and you set the price. If it
is sold, the dealer retains a commission.
Auction houses also work on consignment.
They are eager to sell masterworks, but
their minimum selling prices seem to run
about half what I consider fair market
prices. Of course, you might get lucky at an
auction if several people want your print
and the price is bid up. But, on the other
hand, if that particular auction doesn’t turn
up anyone who will pay at least the listed
minimum, you could find it difficult to sell
later for more than that, because auction
results are public. Remember that auction



houses sell only prints by well-known
artists and normally do not take prints still
available in publishers’ inventories. The
best bet, I think, even if your print is not
yet sold-out by the publisher, is a respected
dealer. You might have to wait a bit to find
the right buyer, and it is possible you will
end up with a loss, but things will work
out as well as the current market allows.
The longer you've had the print before
selling it, the better, of course. Much of the
grief of the recent art market crash came to
people trying to sell after holding an art-
work only briefly.

To give specific examples of different
ways to approach print collecting, I have
chosen two prints by Richard Diebenkorn,
Blue Surround, and Flotsam, both illus-
trated here. Prints published by Crown
Point Press are priced from about $300,
with most ranging from $800 to $5,000.
Our price list indicates the selling price for
currently available editions and also lists
sold-out editions and their fair market
values. In settling on a fair price for a print
in the secondary market, we start by asking
dealers if they have recently sold the print
and for what price. We also check recent
auction prices. Since an auction price
usually is lower than the print can bring in
the marketplace, it affects but does not
determine the fair market price we list.

Blue Surround, at a 1995 fair market
value of $35,000 is one of the most expen-

sive prints on our list. It is a masterwork,
one of eight or so prints Diebenkorn made
that are large and colorful as well as being
readily identifiable as his work. Although
we have over the years sold a few Blue
Surround proofs or prints given us on con-
signment, we have not had this print activ-
ely for sale since it was sold out in the year
of its release, 1982. The edition size is 35,
and the 1982 price for an individual print
was $4,000. An impression was sold at
auction in 1988 for $24,200, and another in
1989 for $51,000, but you don't see Blue
Surround on the market very often. The
$35,000 fair market price discounts the
1989 auction price as an aberration. It
seemed high even at the time, and there
has been a decline in art prices overall
since then. In 1993 at Crown Point we re-
duced many of our prices and fair market
estimates for the first time in my memory,
but we kept Blue Surround relatively high
at $35,000 because we think Diebenkorn’s
work in general has held its value. We took
into account the $33,000 price of a 1992
image of comparable complexity, High
Green. Since there were two versions of
High Green, each with an edition of 65, we
had 130 prints all together. Now, in 1995,
all but one have been sold, and High Green
is about to join Blue Surround and most of
Diebenkorn’s other prints in the secondary
market. Buying or selling in the secondary
market involves thinking about prices,

Francesco Clemente, Order and Disorder, 1990, spit bite aquatint, edition 25

18 x 18" on 25 x 24" sheet. $1,500. This is one of eight images in a series called
Sigilli. The entire set can be purchased for $8,000, and the other images are $1,250
individually. Individual impressions of Order and Disorder are nearly sold out, so

the price has been raised since its release

The Crown Point Press Building
San Francisco
Enter at 20 Hawthorne Street to visit:
Crown Point Press (415) 974-0273
etchings and woodcuts; gallery and
studio
Califia Books (415) 284-0314
artists’ books, out-of-print search
Refusalon (415) 546-0158
contemporary art, installations,
video
Magnolia Editions/East End
Interactive (415) 543-5583
graphic works

At 22 Hawthorne:

Hawthorne Lane Restaurant
(415) 777-9779

“The most exciting restaurant

in town.”

=S.F. Examiner
Hours vary, but the galleries are open
Thursday nights until eight, as is the
neighboring San Francisco Museum of
Modern Art.

making phone calls, finding out what's
available, and sometimes making offers to
see what someone will take. It is not very
different from buying or selling real estate
or antiques or any other asset. Flotsam is
still in our inventory—and therefore in the
primary market—and it probably will be
there for some time, though the price will
g0 up when we have only a few left. In
1995 Flotsam is priced at $2500. At 34 by
26 inches it is the largest of about a dozen
Diebenkorn prints on our list in this price
range, his lowest. The low price reflects a
large edition, 85, for a print that does not
seem typical unless you study Diebenkorn’s
body of work. Done in 1991 near the end
of the artist’s life, Flotsam incorporates
many notations and marks he used over
the years. I find it surprising and moving,
with an ungainly, rather humorous beauty.
To me, buying prints that reward study,
like Flotsam, along with newly-published
prints that might be the Blue Surrounds of
the future, is a more interesting approach
to collecting than searching the secondary
market for the greatest hits of the past. But
however you go about building a print
collection, what really matters is buying art
that means something to you.

—Kathan Brown
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How Do Edition Sizes Affect Prices?

This question comes up often, and is difficult to answer because edition size is only one thing that affects the price of a print. Some others
are size, medium, complexity, availability of similar prints by the artist, availability of unique works by the artist, prices of unique works by the
artist, and general market conditions. The illustrations and comments in this newsletter, however, may give you a sense of an answer to the
question. All the prints shown, except Diebenkorn’s Blue Surround, are in the primary market.

Pat Steir, 4 Rivers, 1992, color soap ground aquatint with drypoint, edition 25. 22 x 31" on

30V x 389 sheet. $1,200. Steir is a celebrated painter and printmaker who likes to do a print

project at Crown Point almost every year. We keep edition sizes small and prices low so we

can continue to publish her prints regularly without flooding the market

Richard Tuule, Trans Astan, 1993, color woodcut
printed on silk, edition 30. Image and sheet size

21% x 1674, $1,500. This was carved and printed in
China (with one block carved and printed in Japan)
It is in a small edition, especially for one of Crown
Point’s Asian woodcuts, which generally have large
editions and low prices. It is nevertheless priced
low, as Tuttle's work is undervalued in the general

art market just at the moment

Tony Cragg, Test Tubes IV, 1990, color spit
bite aquatint, with drypoint and aquatint
edition 15. 9 x 9" on 17 x 16" sheet. $500
Although this edition is small, it is pant of a
set of six similar images, each in an edition of
15. There are 90 Test Tube prints all together
1 rather large number, and Cragg has quite

1 lot of other prints in the primary market as
well. The price, which is a bargain, is also
affected by the print’s small size and techni

cal simplicity

Wayne Thiebaud, Hill with Palm, 1992 monotype
9% x 12¥9" on 16% x 19" sheet. $7,500. This is a

mique work, a kind of printed drawing

Al Held, Fly Away, 1992, color spit bite aquatint, edition 50. 20% x 30" on 31% x 39
sheet. $2,500. This is a complex print in a moderate size edition, priced low for Held

because of general market conditions and the print’s relatively small size
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Notes
In the San Francisco gallery:

January 11-February 17

Christopher Brown, Prints 1991-1995

In New York:
Karen McCready, Crown Point Press East
Coast Representative will be showing our

new editions by appointment.
Please call her at (212) 677-3732.

ART FAIR SEATTLE 96

January 25-28

The Westin Hotel, 1900 Fifth, Seattle.
Beta Press, booth 46, will be featuring
recent editions from Crown Point Press.

Sol LeWitt, Color & Black, 30 x 17, 1991, color spit bite aqua-

Crown Point’s Summer Workshops tint, edition 10. 17 x 5" on 30 x 17" sheet. $1,000. Part of a set
of four, set price $3,000. This print by an internationally in-

in etching and photogravure are scheduled
fluential artist is priced low and printed in a small edition

for July 8-13, 15-20, and 22-27. because LeWitt is a prolific printmaker Eric Fischl, Untitled, 1988, woodcut, edition 200. 9% x 10%" on
Please call or write for a brochure. 16V x 16%2" sheet. $1,800. This woodcut was printed and carved
in Japan, with a large edition. Pant of the idea of Crown Point’s

programs in Japan and China was that prices should be reasonable

Christopher Brown will be showing prints
and drawings at I-Space Gallery, Chicago in
March.

Sol LeWitt's retrospective of prints will be at
the Museum of Modern Art, New York City,
from January 23 through May 8.

The essay contained in this newsletter will appear in
Ink, Paper, Metal, Wood: Painters and Sculptors at
Crown Point Press, 1o be published by Chronicle Books,

Tom Marioni will be in a group show at the San Francisco, fall 1996. It may not be copied or

Margarete Roeder Gallery, New York City, in
February and will have an exhibition in March

reprinted in whole or in part without permission from

the author. Additional copies of this newsletter may be
ordered from Crown Point Press for $3 each plus $1

at the Gallery Paule Anglim, San Francisco. 3 5
; Tom Marioni, 7 Stroke Skunk, 1994, direct gravure, edition 65 postage and handling per order.

107 x 115", $300. This edition is large, and the print is tech-

Judy Pfaff has a permanent installation called

nically simple, so the price is very low. To work with direct

“cirque, Cirque” at the Pennsylvania Conven- gravure, artists draw on Mylar, and the image is put on the Design: Brent A. Jones
tion Center, Philadelphia. :;I:J':::gllzl':::v':':"l\':f."":;::f‘l‘:::_‘lw‘_hl':':,l':\l::_,:‘\‘l ::(" l\,::_l'.:"‘::“l‘l‘;::" Published three times per year in Fall, Winter, and Spring
mu«lnl\.u ;\ ith .uunn.ll etching techniques if ‘.h'\m-d © 1996 Point Publications
20 Hawthorne Street Nl -
San Francisco, CA 94105 ~I‘|~N)(‘l.u»
115.974.6273 U.S. Postage
&l PAID
FAX 415.495.4220 San Francisco, CA
Permit No. 2
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