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Is the era of abundance truly behind us? 
Following a year 2018 that was nervous to 
say the least, the tribal-arts market in 2019 
hasn’t merely dipped slightly, but fallen 
substantially, its global turnover slumping from 
€76.3m to €58.5m – in other words, a tumble 
of 23.3%. The slowdown in 2019 thus brings to 
a shuddering halt the growth, which had been 
solid since the advent of the 2000s.

“We started seeing the market weaken a little 
during the sales at the very end of 2018. Some 
people attributed this to the Macron report," 
confides Susan Kloman from Christie’s. Let’s 
recall that this report by Savoy and Starr, 
The Restitution of African Cultural Heritage. 
Toward a New Relational Ethics, presented to 
the French president in November 2018, acted 
like a cold shower on the milieu as market 
protagonists and buyers worried about the 
future of collections.

Has the market arrived at a saturation point? 
2019 has seen a confirmation, or even 
intensification, of the trends observed in 2018: 
a decline in general turnover, the unsold rate 
stabilising above 38%, the increasing scarcity 
of exceptional pieces, average prices dropping 
from €7,000 to €6,000…

In this morose context, France – despite its 
hefty fall – is maintaining its leading position 
on the tribal-arts market, with a turnover 
of €39.5m (67.5%; average price: €8,345), 
ahead of the United States with €14.9m (25.5%; 
average price: €7,980), followed by Belgium 
with €1.5m (2.6%; average price: €915), the 
United Kingdom (€820,000; average price: 
€915), and then Germany (€675,000; average 
price: €680) whose figures were primarily 
generated by a single auction house, Zemanek-
Münster in Würzburg.

Talking of auction houses, the cards were 
reshuffled in 2019. Christie’s lost the pole 
position to Sotheby’s: a turnover of €18.5m 
(31.6%; average price: €51,040) versus €24.4m 
(41.8%; average price: €32,370) – figures 
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Showing promise since the start of the 2000s, the tribal-arts market is now 
going through tough times. All indicators point to a considerable drop in 2019, 
both in terms of turnover and the number of lots... What is the reality behind these figures?
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that the former raised, one should note, 
with comparatively far fewer lots. Sotheby’s 
partially owes its new leading position to the 
results of the Marceau Rivière collection sale, 
held on 18 June, whose 250 lots produced 
€11.4m, in other words, 28.9% of the total 
French market in 2019. Bonhams finished the 
year ahead of Binoche to occupy third place on 
the podium with €3.3m (5.6%; average price: 
€5,030) compared to its parisian rival’s €2.5m 
(4.3%; average price: €12,535). In fifth place 
is Millon, with €2.1m (3.6%; average price: 
€1,435), which earned the distinction of selling 
the highest number of lots: over 1,450 lots.

In the face of this situation, all auction houses 
are playing the card of going upmarket, with 
the result that this segment has turned highly 
competitive. “Selling objects for under €3,000 
does not make financially sense for us. We’re 
trying to position ourselves on quality pieces at 
reasonable prices,” declares Fred Backlar from 
Bonhams. Susan Kloman echoes this stance: 

“Christie’s is currently seeking to present 
a limited number of pieces but of very high 
quality.” Indeed, such positioning corresponds 
to market demand. “The majority of buyers 
appear to be moving away from accumulating 
many pieces,” continues Fred Backlar. “Most 
collectors only wish to conserve the better 
works in their collections. We observe a shift 
from quantity towards quality.” He goes on to 
say: “It is very clear that today, collectors prefer 
owning ten exceptional pieces to a hundred 
average ones. This is perhaps a sign that the 
market has matured.” With the middle-market 
era seemingly over, the share of turnover held 
by the two big players traditionally positioned 
on the upper end has climbed from 62.4% 
to 73.4%, clearly marking out the sector’s 
polarisation.

Consequently, the main challenge remains 
that of finding quality pieces, and once again, 
the general consensus is that it’s getting trickier. 
“It is also a question of price,” observes Susan 

Baoule Mask, Ivory Coast. 
Sold €946,000 by Christie’s paris on 17 october 2019.

© Christie’s Images
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Kloman. “In fact, there are many objects that 
could go on the market, but only at a certain 
price category. As a result, some transactions 
slip away the auction room and are carried out 
privately instead.” The upshot is that only six 
auctions made it over the million-euro mark in 
2019, as opposed to ten in the previous year.

“Single-owner sales tend to work well in the 
market,” notes Jean Fritts from Sotheby’s. “They 
tell stories about the passion of the collectors 
who put together the collections, which buyers 
are particularly fond of.” This way, auction 
houses have entered a race for collections. But 
apart from the Marceau Rivière collection, 2019 
held no particular highlights in this domain. 
Jean Frits remains optimistic: “We are getting 
to an especially interesting moment in the 
international market for African and oceanic 
art. The change in generations means that 
there will be a handover of exceptional pieces, 
primarily acquired during the 1970s-80s.” 
The sale of the Richard Kelton collection at 
Bonhams confirmed this tendency. “There 
was a rush for fresh pieces of high quality 
– above the fray – offered at affordable prices,” 
Fred Backlar comments.

To go upscale, the major names are betting 
on cross-collecting. “These collectors, already 
known to auction houses for other specialities, 
aren’t afraid of the type of prices asked for 
exceptional pieces, unlike some ‘classic’ tribal-
arts collectors,” points out Susan Kloman. 
“They see the universal aspect and historic 
importance of such pieces.” Their financial 
clout pulls the market upwards, as observed 
also by Stacy Goodman, an expert in pre-
Columbian art for Sotheby’s: “These cross-
collectors hail from specialities where prices 
are typically higher.”

Conscious of this potential, auction houses 
have not hesitated to present their finest tribal-
arts pieces during those weeks set aside for 
contemporary-art sales. In this regard, Christie’s 
rearranged its tribal-arts schedule to coincide 
with the FIAC week in paris, as well as the 
contemporary-art sales periods in New York. 
The market has therefore evolved – and not 
only in the top segment. “There is a change in 
collectors, and perhaps they collect differently,” 
observes Jean Fritts. In Fred Backlar’s opinion, 
many new buyers come from Europe where 
“sales are more numerous and prices more 
affordable. We experience many of them 
buying online and on the telephone.” Another 
breeding ground of new collectors is Asia, 
where the big auction houses are making timid 
attempts to set up this speciality. Sotheby’s 
has thus placed tribal-arts lots on sale during 
mixed sales in Hong Kong, without hopes of 
making any immediate impact. “We are glad 
that the majority of the works we offered in the 
Curiosity series of sales there, were acquired 

by local buyers,” comments Jean Fritts. on the 
other hand, Christie’s, while not yet proposing 
tribal-arts lots, has brought its highlights over 
to Asia to be shown. “I’m not sure that there the 
critical mass for organising sales exists yet, but 
we are working on generating desire,” confides 
Susan Kloman.

She also observes that new, younger collectors 
are particularly interested in oceanic art. This 
speciality is continuing to snatch market share 
away from African art, increasing from 17.5% to 
20.5% of global sales in 2019, and amassing a 
total yearly turnover of €12m. The only auction 
not featuring an African piece to go over the 
million mark was a Rapa Nui dance paddle, sold 
by Sotheby’s for €1.8m on 4 December. The 
average price of oceanic works is also higher 
than that for works from Africa or anywhere 
else for that matter: €7,900 compared 
to €6,125. “It might be a question of aesthetics. 
polynesian and Melanesian works are visually 
striking, more romantic perhaps,” suggests 
Susan Kloman. “But it’s also a question of price 
because this segment is still under-valued.” 
The oceanic art market therefore offers 
fine opportunities – all the more as it often 
proposes works of exceptional quality.

African art nevertheless remains the core of 
the tribal-arts market, accounting for over 
half of the turnover (53.3%). Five of the year’s 
six auction purchases over the million-euro 
mark were African works, including the Baoule 
mask from the Marceau Rivière collection 
(lot 23) that notched up €4.7m. These five 
auctions singlehandedly represent 41.8% of 
the total turnover for African works in 2019, 
clearly demonstrating the polarisation of 
this segment. Conversely, 95.4% of lots sold 
below €10k make up under 10% of the sector’s 
sales, producing a total turnover of under €4m; 
in other words, a sum that is still below that 
of the winning bid for the Baoule mask from 
the Rivière collection. “Congo, and to a lesser 
extent, Gabon, are particularly in demand at 
the moment,” comments Tim Teuten from 
Lempertz (Brussels), which organises a sale 
every year to coincide with the BRAFA. It is 
thus that a Songye mask and fetish fetched 
respectively $4.2m and €2.3m at Christie’s 
on 14 May and 30 october. Meanwhile, Fred 
Backlar observes stronger demand than in 
the past for pieces from New Guinea, as well 
as attractive opportunities for Nigeria and 
Western Africa in general.

pre-Columbian arts are managing to maintain 
roughly 12% of the global market from year to 
year, even if Stacy Goodman acknowledges a 
slowdown of the market. Indeed, this segment 
recorded a 22.4% drop in 2019, with a turnover 
of €7.3m. Throughout 2019, no sales above 
€500,000 were reaped for this speciality. 
“Certain lots even recorded bids lower than 

Songye Kifwebe Mask, Democratic Republic of the Congo. 
Sold $4,215,000 by Christie’s New York on 15 May 2019.
© Christie’s Images

Turnover Lots Average price Median price Record
Sotheby’s  €24.4m (41.8%)  755 (7.9%) €32,368 €5,250 €4,721,000
Christie’s  €18.5m (31.6%)  362 (3.8%) €51,041 €4,375 €3,759,738
Bonhams  €3.3m (5.6%)  649 (6.8%) €5,030 €1,135 €294,902
Binoche et Giquello  €2.5m (4.3%)  200 (2.1%) €12,535 €1,997 €238,260
Millon  2,1 M€ (3.6%)  1,458 (15.2%) €1,436 €234 €377,005
Native  €878,900 (1.5%)  189 (2%) €4,650 €2,100 €91,000
Skinner  €803,014 (1.4%)  643 (6.7%) €1,249 €558 €41,310
Dorotheum  €730,250 (1.3%)  87 (0.9%) €8,394 €1,536 €112,800
Zemanek-Münster  €666,660 (1.2%)  935 (9.7%) €713 €0 €17,000
Lempertz  €579,353 (1%)  347 (3.6%) €1,670 €620 €52,080

Top 10 auction houses by turnover
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Maori Digging Stick Footrest, New Zealand. 
Sold €730,000 by Christie’s paris on 30 october 2019. © Christie’s Images

around ten years ago,” she notes, but also 
adds that “fresh-to-the-market pieces with 
an impeccable provenance will however still 
achieve strong results.” Here again, the trend 
seems to favour sales offering a limited number 
of objects. “It is a matter of not saturating the 
market,” continues the Sotheby’s expert. The 
relatively high average price of a pre-Columbian 
art object – €7,640, following behind the 
oceanic art average – has risen by 5.7 %.

Another geographical region to watch is North 
America, exceptional for scoring a bough in 
ratio of only 20.1%, as opposed to 39.2% for 
the other specialities. Its relative turnover also 
went up in 2019, from 8% to 11.7 % (€6.8m) – 
admirable progress in an otherwise subdued 

general context. “one of the strength of this 
speciality lies in its links with 20th century 
arts, from the surrealists to Jackson pollock,” 
remarks Susan Kloman. “This is a market that 
remains hidden, one where a lot of pedagogical 
work is yet to be done. Still-low prices make 
these pieces attractive and make good 
bargains possible.”

More generally, auction players have understood 
that contextualisation is a key element for the 
construction of prices. It therefore pays off to 
re-situate a work in its historic environment, 
like the Guro or Bété anthropomorphic spoon 
from Georgia o’Keeffe’s collection. Estimated 
at between $4,000 and $6,000, it finally fetched 
$68,750.
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After a difficult 2019, there is reason to fear that 
both offer and demand will weaken markedly 
in 2020. A year when the global Covid-19 crisis 
is hitting the key tribal-arts marketplaces, paris 
and New York, particularly hard.

Tim Teuten places these results into perspective: 
“The type of object that performs the best from 
one year to the next is more the result of what is 
available at a given time, than a reflection of the 
interest of collectors for a category. It is more a 
question of supply than demand.”

Looking at the type of objects on offer in 2019, 
masks generated a higher turnover than 
sculptures: €20m compared to €18.7m in the 
previous year. The average price of masks 
incidentally doubled to reach €14,200. And four 
of the year’s six top bids were for masks.

Type of object Culture Date House Location Price Price (€)
Mask (Ivory Coast) Mask Baoule 18/06/2019 Sotheby’s paris (France) €4,721,000 €4,721,000
Mask (DRC) Mask Songye 14/05/2019 Christie’s New York (USA) $4,215,000 €3,759,738
Fetish (DRC) Sculpture Songye 30/10/2019 Christie’s paris (France) €2,290,000 €2,290,000
Mask (Ivory Coast) Mask Ligbi 30/10/2019 Christie’s paris (France) €1,234,000 €1,234,000
Mask (Ivory Coast) Mask Yaoure 18/06/2019 Sotheby’s paris (France) €1,092,500 €1,092,500
Spoon (Ivory Coast) Utilitarian obj. Dan 18/06/2019 Sotheby’s paris (France) €972,500 €972,500
Mask (Ivory Coast) Mask Baoule 17/10/2019 Christie’s paris (France) €946,000 €946,000
Statue (Ivory Coast) Sculpture Baoule 18/06/2019 Sotheby’s paris (France) €672,500 €672,500
Oracle (Ivory Coast) Sculpture Baoule 18/06/2019 Sotheby’s paris (France) €468,500 €468,500
Statue (Mali) Sculpture Djenné 18/06/2019 Sotheby’s paris (France) €372,500 €372,500

10 ]

Rapa Nui Ceremonial paddle, Easter Island (detail). 
Sold €1,812,500 by Sotheby’s paris on 4 December 2019.
Courtoisie Sotheby’s. ArtDigital Studio

Top 10 objects from Africa

Moai Rapa Nui Kavaka Figure, Easter Island. 
Sold €850,000 by Christie’s paris on 10 April 2019.
© Christie’s Images
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Type of object Culture Date House Location Price Price (€)
Chalchiuhtlicue Statue (Mexico) Sculpture Aztec 18/09/2019 Millon paris (France) €377,005 €377,005
Figure (Guerrero, Mexico) Sculpture olmec 06/06/2019 B. et G. paris (France) €238,260 €238,260
Death mask (Peru) Mask Moche 06/06/2019 B. et G. paris (France) €209,396 €209,396
Mask (Guerrero, Mexico) Sculpture Mezcala 09/04/2019 Christie’s paris (France) €187,500 €187,500
Perforator (Mexico) Utilitarian obj. olmec 30/10/2019 Sotheby’s paris (France) €187,500 €187,500
Poporo (Colombia) Utilitarian obj. Quimbaya 23/01/2019 Millon paris (France) €162,500 €162,500
Mask (Mexico) Mask olmec 30/10/2019 Sotheby’s paris (France) €162,500 €162,500
Figure (Guerrero, Mexico) Sculpture Mezcala 09/04/2019 Christie’s paris (France) €150,000 €150,000
Mask (Mexico) Mask Teotihuacan 30/10/2019 Sotheby’s paris (France) €137,500 €137,500
Mask (Mexico) Mask Teotihuacan 30/10/2019 Sotheby’s paris (France) €137,500 €137,500

Type of object Culture Date House Location Price Price (€)
Tau tau Toraja Statue (Sulawesi, Indonesia) Sculpture Toraja 04/12/2019 Sotheby’s paris (France) €118,750 €118,750
Spoon (Luzon Island, Philippines) Utilitarian obj. Igorot 08/07/2019 Dorotheum Vienna (Austria) €112,800 €112,800
Mask (Nepal) Mask — 11/06/2019 Cornette paris (France) €52,000 €52,000
Walking stick handle (Indonesia) Utilitarian obj. Batak 08/07/2019 Dorotheum Vienna (Austria) €50,300 €50,300
Walking stick (Sumatra, Indonesia) Utilitarian obj. Batak 04/12/2019 Sotheby’s paris (France) €35,000 €35,000
Armor (Japan) Weapon — 30/01/2019 Christie’s London (UK) £22,500 €25,738
Mask (Tibet) Mask — 11/06/2019 Cornette paris (France) €23,400 €23,400
Kīla (Tibet) Weapon — 11/06/2019 Cornette paris (France) €20,800 €20,800
Guru Pema Gyalpo (Tibet) Mask — 11/06/2019 Cornette paris (France) €19,500 €19,500
Vajra (Tibet) Weapon — 11/06/2019 Cornette Vienna (Austria) €18,200 €18,200

Djenné Statue, Mali. 
Sold €372,500 by Sotheby’s paris on 18 June 2019.
Courtoisie Sotheby’s Art Digital Studio

Type of object Culture Date House Location Price Price (€)
Masque (Kincolith, Colombie Britannique) Mask Tsimshian 30/10/2019 Christie’s paris (France) €610,000 €610,000
Bol (Colombie Britannique) Utilitarian obj. Haida 30/10/2019 Christie’s paris (France) €250,000 €250,000
Cimier (Colombie Britannique) Mask Tlingit 30/10/2019 Christie’s paris (France) €237,500 €237,500
Masque Chugach (Alaska) Mask — 19/11/2019 Sotheby’s New York (USA) $225,000 €203,092
Boîte (Colombie Britannique) Utilitarian obj. Tlingit 30/10/2019 Christie’s paris (France) €162,500 €162,500
Louche (Colombie Britannique) Utilitarian obj. Nootka 30/10/2019 Christie’s paris (France) €150,000 €150,000
Peigne (Colombie Britannique) Utilitarian obj. Tlingit 30/10/2019 Christie’s paris (France) €125,000 €125,000
Hochet (Côte, Colombie Britannique) Music Tsimshian 19/11/2019 Sotheby’s New York (USA) $137,500 €124,112
Masque (Île Saint Lawrence, Alaska) Mask Inuit 19/11/2019 Sotheby’s New York (USA) $112,500 €101,546
Totem (Côte, Colombie Britannique) Sculpture Haida 13/05/2019 Sotheby’s New York (USA) $93,750 €83,395

Type of object Culture Date House Location Price Price (€)
Dance Paddle (Easter Island) Utilitarian obj. Rapa Nui 04/12/2019 Sotheby’s paris (France) €1,812,500 €1,812,500
Moai Kavalava Statue (Easter Island) Sculpture Rapa Nui 10/04/2019 Christie’s paris (France) €850,000 €850,000
Footrest (New Zealand) Utilitarian obj. Māori 30/10/2019 Christie’s paris (France) €730,000 €730,000
Tekoteko Figure (New Zealand) Utilitarian obj. Māori 13/05/2019 Sotheby’s New York (USA) $740,000 €658,260
House Post Figure (New Zealand) Utilitarian obj. Māori 30/10/2019 Christie’s paris (France) €430,000 €430,000
Tatanua Mask (New Ireland) Mask Malagan 10/04/2019 Christie’s paris (France) €280,000 €280,000
Tsubwan Mask (Pentecost Island) Mask — 13/05/2019 Sotheby’s New York (USA) $300,000 €266,862
Mask (Sepik Delta, PNG) Mask — 10/04/2019 Christie’s paris (France) €237,500 €237,500
Uli Ancestor Figure (New Ireland) Sculpture Malagan 13/05/2019 Sotheby’s New York (USA) $237,500 €211,266
Statue (New Ireland) Sculpture Malagan 04/12/2019 Sotheby’s paris (France) €200,000 €200,000
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Top 10 objects from Asia


