
BASEL. The opening of Art Basel
yesterday saw the now customary
surge of collectors rushing to get
in and race around the stands.
According to Netjets, 100 private
planes are landing in Basel this
week, an increase of 25% over
last year.

Yesterday we reported that the
buoyancy of the modern market,
has attracted a record number of
unseen Picasso works to the fair.
In the contemporary field, supply
is limited only by an artist’s abili-
ty to produce work and dealers’
strategies to regulate their market.
The quality on offer this year
reflects the extent to which deal-
ers have stockpiled work specifi-
cally for the fair or are showing
new pieces fresh from the studio.

A case in point is Japanese
artist Takashi Murakami. The
most expensive of his works on
the primary market at Art

Basel–with Blum and Poe (H8)
and priced at $1.5m–is a huge
acrylic on canvas, 727-727. It was
completed at Murakami’s studio
in Japan just two weeks ago and is
one of the artist’s few recent
pieces that he has physically
worked on himself; nowadays a
team of assistants translate his
concepts into reality (see right).
“All the big fish came by as soon
as the fair opened and we sold it
to a North American collector in
the first hour,” says Tim Blum.

Top US collectors spotted in
the aisles as the fair opened
included former Disney president
Michael Ovitz, Don and Mira
Rubell from Miami, the Los
Angeles film agent Beth
Swofford, the Chicago patrons
Nancy Lauter and Fred
McDougal, president of the
Guggenheim Jennifer Stockman,
real estate mogul Aby Rosen, and

Henry Kravis.
Despite the strong US pres-

ence, most sales reported by deal-
ers in the initial hours were to
European collectors. Prominent
among these was “Team Arnault”

scouting for LVMH chairman,
Bernard Arnault: art advisor
Patricia Marechal, Jean-Claude
Claverie, LVMH’s art supremo
and Hervé Mikaeloff, who recent-

BASEL. There was a time when
artists chose the humblest of mate-
rials such as felt, coal, and wood, to
express an egalitarian, anti-elitist
vision of art. Not anymore.

From London hails news that
British artist Damien Hirst is cre-
ating a life-size human skull cast
in platinum and encased entirely
in diamonds–8,500 of them. It
will reportedly cost between £8m
and £10m to produce, making it
the most expensive work of art in
history.

From New York we learn that
P.S.1 is organising a show “The
Gold Standard”, opening in
October, and described as “an
exploration of gold as a symbol of
money, power, and spectacle.”

Meanwhile, at Art Statements
here in Basel, the Los Angeles-

based artist Terence Koh is
embracing this new tendency with
a riotous installation of glass boxes
containing bronze “turds” plated in
24-carat gold, gold-encrusted hon-
eybee sculptures, gilded paintings,
and yellow fluorescent lights—the
entire installation held together by
gold-plated beams.

His dealer Javier Peres of Peres
Projects explains that the work is
“a reflection on European excess.”
Nevertheless, he also admits that
the production costs for this anti-
consumer statement were consider-
able: “Gold is at an all-time high
right now, it’s like $600-$700 an

ounce!” Unfortunately, Mr Peres
says he hasn’t calculated the quan-
tity of gold used in the installation.

Each of the four parts of the
installation have sold for between
€100,000 and €150,000.
According to Mr Peres, Charles
Saatchi and Bernard Arnault were
extremely interested in the gold-
plated turds, but were beaten to
them by Frank Cohen, the
Manchester-based collector who
bought them for €100,000.

Koh’s star is rising as much as
his lavish production values, with a
forthcoming appearance in
Saatchi’s “USA Today” at the
Royal Academy in London in
October and upcoming solo shows
at the Kunsthalle Zürich and the
Whitney in New York. 
Ossian Ward
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Bling conceptualism sweeps the art world

European
collectors
on their annual
shopping spree
Opening report: Art Basel

British collector Frank Cohen has
bought Terence Koh’s gold-plated
turds for €100,000, beating Charles
Saatchi and Bernard Arnault

BASEL. Takashi Murakami, the
hyper-entrepreneurial Japanese
artist and curator, is in talks to
join forces with Larry Gagosian
and leave Marianne Boesky
gallery in New York.

Gagosian Gallery declined to
comment and the artist was not
available for interview. While sev-
eral sources close to Murakami’s
market said the move was already
a done deal, Ms Boesky says she
and Murakami remain in discus-
sions: “We’ve worked together
nearly 10 years and I don’t feel
betrayed. Takashi has been very
generous and I never want to get
in the way of an artist’s dreams,
even if that means losing him.
There’s no question Larry can
offer Takashi things that I can’t.”

Namely, the possibility of pro-
ducing a feature-length film–one
of Murakami’s prime artistic
goals, yet something Boesky says
she could not underwrite. Because
of his enormous staff working in
studios around the world,
“Takashi has enormous financial
pressures, so for him Larry could
be the knight in shining armour,
even if for me he is the Grim
Reaper”, says Boesky. “The
money Larry can offer is impor-
tant, but the historic context that
his gallery provides is also irre-
sistible—it can mean overnight
canonisation.” Marc Spiegler

Murakami
to Gagosian?

CONTINUED ON P5

Sold to a US collector for $1.5m in the first hour: Takashi Murakami’s
727-727 (detail). With Tim Blum (H8)
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