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TEFAF SPECIAL

Christopher Brown talks about his membership of the vetting committee

Christopher Brown is director of the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford. He was previously curator of seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century Dutch and Flemish paintings and then Chief Curator of the National Gallery, London, where he worked
from 1971 to 1998. He is the author of numerous articles, books and exhibition catalogues on Dutch and Flemish paintings
of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, particularly the work of Rubens, Van Dyck and Rembrandt.He has been a
CODART member since its beginning in 1998, and a member of the TEFAF vetting committee since 1995.

When did you first visit TEFAF?

| have been going for along time, | think since the first TEFAF in 1988. At the time | was curator of seventeenth-century
Dutch and Flemish paintings at the National Gallery and was also the Chief Curator there. It was clear to me that this was
the premier fair for this area of painting and so it was natural for meto visit it.

What made you decide to become a member of the TEFAF vetting committee?

| was invited to join the vetting committee and | suppose that this was because of my consistent attendance at TEFAF. |
thought it would be interesting to join and it does make you concentrate very hard on what is at the Fair. There are some key
decisions to be made and you really do work very, very hard.

What ar e the main advantages of becoming a vetter?

Certainly from my present position as a museum director and during the last two years when | have been a builder (the
Ashmolean Museum has just completed a major extension project), actually having two days to do nothing but look at the
best pictures available on the art market is very enjoyable and provides a good balance in your life. It takes me back to my


http://www.ashmolean.org/
http://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/

rootsand it is very good for your knowledge. | think it isimportant for representatives of any sizeable museum to know
what is on the market and to have good relations with the key dealers at TEFAF. Working with colleagues from other
museums is also agreat pleasure. Many of them are very old friends.

How hasthe composition of the Old Master s vetting committee changed since you have been a
member ?

My memory isthat at the beginning the committee had one or two dealers and auctioneers on it. Basically aview was taken
that the integrity of the process depended on nobody having any potential conflict of interest. Now the vetting committee
has no deal ers who exhibit at the Fair and no auctioneers, and that seemsto me to be right because perception isvery
important.

What doesthe vetting entail and how doesit work?

In the last couple of years the quite large Old Masters Committee has been divided in two. In the early years the great
majority of what we saw were Dutch and Flemish paintings, but then the deal ers started bringing more and more Italian and
southern European pictures to the Fair. Two years ago we split and there is now a southern European group and a northern
European group. | think that in terms of getting round alot of stands it is much more efficient. We start out with the stands
that have more picturesin our areas and then we go to more general dealers and to the antiques section, where there may be
just afew. All decisions are made by lunchtime on the second day. Exhibitors have the right to appeal and these are heard on
the Wednesday afternoon. We go back to the stand and have a discussion and the deal er makes a presentation. In my
experience not alot of opinions get significantly changed.

What kind of experts are on the committees (there are some 170 experts on 29 committees)?
There are alot of museum people on the committee. There are also two restorers who look at the condition of paintings.
Condition isimportant and many of the big decisions are about condition.

What arethe principal problemsencountered by the vettersof Old Master paintings?

Attribution and condition are the two main problems. | was involved last year in abig discussion about Van Dyck. There are
issues about Van Dyck —isit circle of Van Dyck, isit studio, or isit by the master? These are the questions that an art
historian wrestles with all the time. Then there is the whole question of condition. A painting may unquestionably be by a
particular artist, but maybe it has been badly treated and is a shadow of its former self. | think that is very important, because
for the private purchaser, buying at TEFAF should be a sort of guarantee.

What arethe different outcomes of vetting, and what happensto the objectsthat arereected by the
vetting committee?

Most dedlers are highly knowledgeable and know exactly what they have got. But some can be over-enthusiastic about
works on their stand and we have to say that a picture should be re-attributed as studio or as being by afollower. This makes
it easier for the purchaser to know the status of an object. At this point the dealer has options. In certain cases the dealer will
say 'l don't agree with what is being said' and will take it off the stand. There are instructions to remove things that are



deeply feeble and they are taken away to alocked store. People have to do what they are told.

How do you deal with disagreements between members of the vetting committee? |sa vote taken or
does a consensus emer ge after discussion?
It has sometimes come to a vote. Y ou hope that you can get a consensus but people sometimes take strong positions.

Why isvetting so important for TEFAF?
| think that it is a guarantee for the purchasers. They can be assured that a robust vetting procedure has been followed and
that what iswritten on the label is as correct asit can be and that the condition of the piece is satisfactory.

How do TEFAF exhibitor s per ceive the vetting?

They know what the procedureis. There is no question that they know what they are in for and that what is on their standsis
going to be subjected to serious questioning and discussion. Some of them don't like it when things go against them and
there are occasions when peopl e get upset about it. But that is the deal.

It isquite special to have so many different expertstogether in one place. Do you have an example of
what can come from this syner gy between experts?
There is good discussion and people do change their minds. Thisis agenuine process and | think it comes from working as a

group.

How has TEFAF changed over the years?

It has got bigger and has moved from being a specialist fair in the Dutch and Flemish field to a much broader range of art.
Italian and French dealers have joined and so have the Spanish. But although it has become avery large fair, | think it has
maintained a very high standard.

TEFAF interview with Christopher Brown, Director at the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford and member of CODART since
1998.
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