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Abstract  The purpose of this study is to understand how the Portuguese auction market for contemporary art reacted to 
the global crisis following the collapse of Lehman Brothers investment bank in September 2008. By studying the records 
from some major auction houses in the country it is possible to understand the movement o f this market between 2008 and 
2011, and to compare it with the international auction market. Th is study shows that the Portuguese auction market for 
contemporary art fo llowed a different path from the international market, facing a longer period of recovering. 
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1. Introduction 
Artists and society are much more interconnected and 

dependent today than they were in the aftermath of the cri-
sis of figurative art in the early 20th century.1 From a dan-
gerous pariah and marginal bohemian the artist has become 
the provider of a world that revolves around him: art galle-
ries, museums, auction houses, collectors, art historians, 
among many others[1]. Today there is a constant search for 
the next b ig art ist and their professional status has become 
much more respected and stable. Nevertheless, only a mi-
nority of the society follows, en joys and, particularly, pur-
chases art[2]. Therefore, it must be kept in mind  that the art 
world does not move as a unified whole, and this is the 
main reason why new art movements have rarely been ac-
cepted by all[1].  

Obtaining public recognition is somewhat contradictory, 
as artists who deny and wish to change the status quo are 
tolerated and sometimes even preferred to the ones that ac-
cept it[3]. Eric Hobsbawm considers, for example, that ab-
stract paintings had only reached such high prices and es-
teem in  the market  due to the hostility  that Hitler and Stalin 
had shown for them, making the style a sort of official art of 
the "free world"  against "totalitarian is m"[4]. Hobsbawm 
even criticizes the fact that paintings could not be easily 
reproduced, which in his opinion, is inadequate to a global  
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market where the demand was not from one or two people, 
but from millions. Even if art ists tend to officially deny the 
market, with some of them try ing to create unsellable art, 
the vast majority of them ends up by accepting it in their 
current practice. At least, they accept the idea of selling 
certificates which legit imized their art - whether it is a per-
formance, an idea, or simply a public discussion[6],[11]. 

It is this very idea of an  art market that, as Pau lo Filipe 
Monteiro recalls, generally has a pejorative sense: that the 
arts have fallen in the mire of bourgeois conventions and 
financial speculation[5]. It is a common belief that people 
relate to the arts only for reasons of bourgeois convention, 
prestige or economic investment and that it destroys the 
very meaning of art. But Monteiro has another option: in-
stead of seeing this artworld as something that destroys the 
mean ing of art itself, should we not just see it as something 
that actually multip lies it? "The loss of the collect ive shar-
ing of a meaning given to a work will not be replaced by the 
act, collect ively shared, of g iving it  a meaning, though more 
or less individual[5]?” The author concludes, citing Marx: 
"consumption completes production". 

In reality, an economic v iew of art does not replace aes-
thetics, criticis m or art h istory. Rather, it complements 
them[6]. 

The art market has undergone major changes between 
2008 and 2011, similarly to what happened in the financial 
markets. The crisis that has hit the markets forced an ad-
justment in  the sales figures of art, namely  in  the most 
speculative area of the art market - contemporary art. 

Although there was already some feeling of deterioration 
in the global economic climate during the first half of 2008, 
it was in this period that the auction market for contempo-
rary art reached one of the highest points in sales. During 
the second half of that year the repercussions of the collapse 
of Lehman Brothers bank[7],[8] were already reaching the 



27  International Journal of Arts 2012, 2(4): 26-30  
 

 

world  and the crisis that fo llowed led to a sharp drop in 
revenue the next year. From 2001 onwards the credit and 
housing bubble in the United States provided a high profit 
for investors all around the world. Around the year 2007 the 
decline of the United States housing market started to seri-
ously impact the financial system setting a negative trend 
that created widespread fear about the existence of even 
bigger hidden losses linked to all subprime mort-
gage-related bonds and to the institutions suspected of 
owning them[9]. As one of the largest private investment 
banks in the United States and the biggest producer of secu-
rit ies based on subprime mortgages, Lehman Brothers 
Holdings Inc. was direct ly affected by these losses and in 
2008 had to file fo r bankruptcy, following the refusal of 
bailout from the government and the failure in selling the 
bank. This became the largest bankruptcy ever in the United 
States involving around $613 b illion and nearly 80 Lehman 
subsidiaries around the world  that had close ties with the 
parent company[9]. Thousands in the financial market were 
affected and with the confidence of the investors at a low all 
entities linked directly or indirectly to the bank suffered 
losses. The size and the dynamic of the global financial 
system had made it much  more volatile and p rone to a 
worldwide crisis than the more stable national markets 
would have allowed[9].   

Contemporary art was at the front end of the expansion 
phase of the auction market of art: from 92 million in 2002 
it grew to 915 million euros in 2008, but this sector of the 
art market was also the most affected by the global financial 
crisis. Late in 2009, the sector had fallen almost 60% both 
in number of lots sold and in prices, with the crisis affecting 
all market participants – from the vendors to the art collec-
tors[10]. The increasing globalization of the international 
art market was one of the factors that prevented its further 
downfall, because although the art market was not immune 
to recession it managed to control the problem more easily 
than other sectors of the market[10] and the services pro-
vided by online sales databases like Artnet and Artprice 
managed to improve the “transparency of the art market 
informat ion as well as the speed and scope with which these 
data are presented to the public”[11].  

The auction market reacted quickly  to the loss of revenue 
and confidence on the part of buyers, showing signs of re-
covery as early as 2010. Th is positive trend was maintained 
throughout the year 2011 highlighting the agility of the art 
market  and the idea that the worst had already passed[12]. 
Our first research question, thus, is to know if the auction 
market for contemporary art reacted in the same way in 
Portugal. 

2. Methodology 
In order to answer the question above, we have considered 

data from three auction houses: Cabral Moncada Leilões, 
Palácio do Correio Velho and Sala Branca. These three 
companies represented nearly 60% of the turnover of the 

Portuguese auction market  during the period under study. All 
auctions conducted by Cabral Moncada Auctions and Sala 
Branca are included in the study, as well as 68% of the ones 
from Palácio do Correio Velho. The data presented considers 
only the hammer prices and the values were not updated for 
inflation. Fees or commissions from auction houses, and 
other forms of services they provide were not considered 
(appraisal services and advertising in catalogues for exam-
ple).  

One of the in itial difficult ies of such a study was the 
definit ion of works considered to be contemporary art. This 
is a controversial question, particularly in art h istory forums. 
However, we have decided to fo llow a strictly  commercial 
definit ion, due to the nature of this study. Therefore, we have 
started this enquiry by following the criteria established by 
the major international auctions houses, which considers 
contemporary art works produced by artists who were born 
after 1945 (criteria used, for example, by the service Artprice 
in http://web.artprice.com). However, we soon realize that 
the differences between the Portuguese and the international 
auction market became increasingly visible. It was necessary 
to adapt the criteria to the national market  and to classify as 
contemporary art all the works done by artists born after the  
year 1920, making no distinctions between styles or the 
aesthetic journey of each artist.  

This choice was made due to the conservative attitude re-
flected in the national art market. To  some extent this ten-
dency can be attributable to the past history of Portugal in the 
art world. During the regime of the Estado Novo (a authori-
tarian reg ime installed  in  the country from the 30’s until the 
70’s when an armed revolution done by the military over-
threw the regime and reinstated the democratic Republic in 
Portugal[13-15]), the country was almost always isolated 
from the art that was made around the world. The official art 
was disconnected from the European avant-garde and the 
few Portuguese artists who wanted to stay up to date with the 
rest of the art world were forced to leave the country or look 
for other livelihoods, such as education or advertising[16]. 

It was only with the change of regime in the 70’s that a 
dying art scene received a new impetus. The local artists 
access to international trends and cutting edge performances, 
like Land Art or Art Povera, were greatly facilitated and they 
participated in aesthetic currents from d ifferent countries 
such as Italy, France or the U.S., among others. This new 
national art scene included art galleries and biennials that 
had managed to set[17]. Gradually this change of the na-
tional art  scene started to also change – albeit slowly - the 
habits of the collectors of art, from mostly buying ancient art 
to starting to buy art of their own time. But, as it will be 
shown in the next chapters, even with all those changes the 
national buyers of art still keep a conservative stance.  

Another difficulty was realizing that studies on this sub-
ject are scarce in Portugal[18],[19], were made some time 
ago[20],[21] or do not use an effective quantitative analy-
sis[22],[23]. Hopefully this study will help remedy the lack 
of information on the subject.  



  Pedro David Ribeiro SimõesL:  The Portuguese Contemporary Art Auction Market Between 2008 and 2011 28 
 

 

3. The Market 
The auction market  for contemporary art  in  Portugal is 

mainly domestic. Looking at the origin of the sold lots 
(Figure 1), there are more than 90% of lots from national 
origin. The remaining lots are split between those without a 
defined place of origin (5.31%), those with Africa as origin 
(1.28%), other locations with litt le representation (not even 
reaching 1%) and those lots with an unspecified country 
which are of European origin and that, together, reach only 
0.79% of the total. In  order to simplify the graph, we chose to 
cluster in "Others" all countries whose origin is poorly rep-
resented at auction (countries such as Russia, Brazil o r the 
United States for example). 

 
Figure 1.  Origin of lots sold between 2008 and 2011 

Painting represents the vast majority of contemporary art  
lots sold between 2008 and 2011. With 88%, this sector 
groups paintings, drawings and art studies, among others. 
Sculptures, in a d istant second place, occupy only 7% of the 
total. Third ly, with about 5% lots sold at auction, there are 
several types of design lots like furn iture or jewellery. Con-
sidering that painting is the main category of art sold, the 
dominant supporting materials were canvas, wood, paper, 
among others. 

Looking at all the lots of contemporary art at auction 
(Figure 2), it appears that the total has declined considerably 
from 2008 to 2009 - a  trend that was reversed in 2010, with 
only a subtle increase, while in  2011 the increase of lots 
available exceeded the 2008 figures. The amount of lots sold 
at auction followed the curve of the total of lots offered at 
auction each year, remain ing always close to 56%. 

 
Figure 2.  Lots at auction between 2008 and 2011 

Among the sold lots, there is a common pattern to every 
year. The majority of lots were acquired by the minimum 
estimate given by the auction house or – in a lesser amount - 
between the min imum and maximum estimates (Figure 3). 
Few lots were acquired by the maximum estimate, although 
it is noteworthy that a significant number were bought by 
values above the maximum estimate. 

 
Figure 3.  Hammer price by estimate 

Although the total number of lots in 2011 has surpassed 
the numbers of previous years, the reality of the sales values 
is quite different (Figure 4). As in the international art market, 
lots sold for record values are the ones that gather media 
attention even though most transactions are carried out by 
lower values[10]. Unlike 2008, most of the lots sold in  2011 - 
more than 50% - were sold for amounts lower than €1,000. 
The total turnover in all the other ranges of hammer prices is 
always lower in 2011 than in 2008. Nevertheless, despite the 
turnover values reached in 2011 are lower than those in 2008, 
they show a substantial improvement over the previous two 
years. 

 

Figure 4.  Lots by hammer prices 

The average sales price confirms this trend (Figure 5). The 
value fell sharply between 2008 (€5,270.49) and 2010 
(€2,046.78) and only had a slight increase during 2011 
(€2,620.07), despite being far from the value obtained in 
2008. 

The highest sales turnover was achieved in 2008 and the 
year 2009 reg istered a strong drop, similarly to what hap-
pened in the international market (Figure 6). However, 
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unlike the signs of recovery of the international market, as 
early as in 2010, the Portuguese market continued to de-
crease. Only in 2011 there was an increase of turnover, but 
even so, still far from the values obtained in 2008. 

 
Figure 5.  Average sales price 

 
Figure 6.  Sales turnover by year 

If we look at the artists who had more works sold at auc-
tion (Figure 7) it is possible to understand the preferences of 
collectors of contemporary  art in Portugal. Works at auction 
from Manuel Cargaleiro (1927-) were the most sold during 
the period. Cruzeiro Seixas (1920-), Júlio Pomar (1926-) and 
João Cutileiro (1937-) each saw more than 70 p ieces being 
sold at auction. Of these, works by Manuel Cargaleiro, Júlio 
Pomar and José de Guimarães (1939-) sold more than 70% of 
their lots. About 97% of the lots from Ângelo de Sousa 
(1938-2011) found a buyer, as well as about 79% of the lots 
from Graça Morais (1948-). Júlio Pomar and Pau la Rego 
(1935-), were the artists whose works reached the highest 
hammer prices between 2008 and 2011. 

 

Figure 7.  Top artists sold between 2008 and 2011 

Confirming the trend in the market, from 11 lots sold by 
transaction values greater than or equal to €80,000 nearly 
half - about 46% - were acquired at  auction in  2008 (Figure 
8). Only 18% were traded in 2009 and 36% during the year 
2011. In  2010 there was no record of a sale with these values. 

 
Figure 8.  Lots sold over €80,000 between 2008 and 2011 

4. Conclusions  
We can verify that the peak of the market was achieved in 

2008, then it fell sharply in 2009 and continued to decline in 
2010. It only showed signs of recovery during 2011, pre-
senting a distinct pattern from the international market. In-
deed, while 2010 was the worst year for auctions of con-
temporary art in Portugal, the international market was al-
ready showing signs of recovery. 

In 2009, there was also a decrease in the number of lots of 
contemporary art at auction, compared to 2008. This situa-
tion was reversed in the following year, with an increase in 
the number of lots, a t rend that continued in 2011. During 
2011 the auctions not only presented a greater number of lots, 
but these lots were also offered on sale with lower estimates. 

To sum up, during  the four years under study most of the 
works were purchased by the minimum estimate given by the 
auction house. The most common category sold was paint-
ings, mostly by Portuguese artists. Far from the existing 
speculation on contemporary art in the international market, 
buyers participating in the auction market in Portugal seem 
to give preference to works by renowned authors, in the latter 
years of their career who represent a low investment risk. 

 

REFERENCES  
[1] Arthur Danto, Après la fin de l'art, Collection Poétique Seuil,  

France, 1996 

[2] Jean Cassou, Debate sobre a arte contemporânea - encontros 
internacionais de Genebra, Europa-América Publishers, 
Portugal, pp. 11-28, 1963  

[3] Thierry Maulnier, Debate sobre a arte contemporânea - 
encontros internacionais de Genebra, Europa-América 



  Pedro David Ribeiro SimõesL:  The Portuguese Contemporary Art Auction Market Between 2008 and 2011 30 
 

 

Publishers, Portugal, pp. 65–86, 1963  

[4] Eric Hobsbawm, Atrás dos tempos - declínio e queda das 
vanguardas do século XX, Campo das Letras, Portugal, 2001  

[5] Paulo Filipe Monteiro, Públicos das artes ou artes públicas?, 
Sciences of Communication Online Library, 1993, Online 
available: 
http://www.bocc.ubi.pt/pag/monteiro-paulo-filipe-publicos-a
rtes-pblicas.html  

[6] William D. Grampp, Pricing the priceless – art, artists and 
economics, Basic Books, Inc., Publishers, U.S.A., 1989 

[7] Aaron Lucchetti, Carrick Mollenkamp, Serena NG, Susanne 
Craig, Lehman Files for Bankruptcy, Merrill Sold, AIG Seeks 
Cash, The Wall Street Journal, 2008, Online available: 
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB122145492097035549.html 

[8] The collapse of Lehman Brothers - Interactive timeline, The 
Telegraph, Online available: http://www.telegraph.co.uk/fina
nce/financialcrisis/6173145/The-collapse-of-Lehman-Brothe
rs.html 

[9] Richard Swedberg, The Structure of Confidence and the 
Collapse of Lehman Brothers, Research in the Sociology of 
Organizations, 2010, Online available: http://www.soc.corne
ll.edu/faculty/swedberg/ 

[10] Clare McAndrew, The International Art Market 2007 – 2009, 
Trends in the Art Trade during Global Recession, Art market 
report, The European Fine Art Foundation, Netherlands, 2010 

[11] Noah Horowitz, Art of the deal, Contemporary Art in a 
Global Financial Market, Princeton University Press, United 
Kingdom, 2011 

[12] Contemporary Art Market 2010/2011 – the Artprice Annual 
report, pp. 9-11, 2011, Online available: http://web.artprice.c

om 

[13] João Medina, História de Portugal, vol. XV, Edita Ediclube 
Publishers, Portugal, 1993 

[14] João Medina, História de Portugal, vol. XVI, Edita Ediclube 
Publishers, Portugal, 1993 

[15] João Medina, História de Portugal, vol. XVII, Edita Ediclube 
Publishers, Portugal, 1993 

[16] Isabel M. Martins Moreira, Galerias de arte e o seu público, 
Portuguese Institute for Distance Learning, Portugal, 1985  

[17] José-Augusto França, História da arte em Portugal – O 
Modernismo, Editorial Presença Publishers, Portugal, 2004  

[18] Luís Urbano Afonso, Alexandra Fernandes, "This little piggy 
went to the market: lessons from the Portuguese art auctions", 
in The Art Market Report, n. 42, 2012 

[19] João Magalhães, "Portugal", in J. Goodwin (ed.), The Inter-
national Art Markets. The essential guide for collectors and 
investors, Kogan Page, United Kingdom, pp. 253-263, 2008 

[20] Alexandre Melo, O que é a Arte?, Difusão Cultural, Portugal, 
1994 

[21] Alexandre Melo, Arte e Mercado em Portugal: Inquérito às 
Galerias e Uma Carreira de Artista, Observatório das 
Actividades Culturais, Portugal, 1999 

[22] Jean-Pierre Blanchon, Cotação de Artistas Portugueses em 
Leilão. Guia 2006/2010, J.-P. Blanchon, Portugal, 2005 

[23] Jean-Pierre Blanchon, Cotação de Artistas Portugueses em 
Leilão. Guia 2010/2015, Scribe, Portugal, 2010 

 
 


	1. Introduction
	2. Methodology
	3. The Market
	4. Conclusions

