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MARKET WATCH

IN 1985, SOTHEBY’S attempted to auction readymade works of art 
for the first time in its history. The seven most significant works 
to hit the block—including editions of Marcel Duchamp’s stool-
mounted Bicycle Wheel and his iconic urinal, Fountain—went 
unsold, while others went for just half their presale estimates. It 
was a “surprising and unexpected disappointment,” wrote Francis 
Naumann, a Duchamp scholar and dealer, in a 2003 essay. 

The market caught up with art history in Duchamp’s case: 
Less than 15 years after the dismal Sotheby’s sale, the house sold 
an edition of Fountain for $1.8 million. But the demand for Con-
ceptual sculpture and contemporary readymade art is still far 

from straightforward today. Even dealers of this “hard-to-commodify 
art” often admit that “they have a hard time themselves coming  
up with a price that they, the artist, along with the artist’s 
audiences, would see as appropriate,” says the economic sociologist 
Olav Velthuis.

The Conceptual provocateur Darren Bader, who has evolved 
the readymade to include live cats, junk mail, and money, is a 
prime example of this murkily defined territory in the market. 
“While there are all kinds of rules and conventions—I call them 
‘scripts’—for selling two-dimensional works, there are few rules 
for these immaterial works. So dealers usually say they make 
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MASS MARKET
Darren Bader and the art of selling contemporary readymades

BY RACHEL CORBETT 

Installation view  
of “Darren Bader: 

Images” at  
moma ps1, 2012.
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them up, give it a try, and see what happens,” says Velthuis. But 
in nearly all cases, “this type of art must first be turned into a 
credible commodity, which can command any price at all. In other 
words, belief in the value of the work must be produced.” A dealer’s 
first step may be to look to similar artists to set prices. Bader’s 
numbers should, for example, “make sense when compared to 
Tino Sehgal,” which is to say that they should be lower than the 
experiential performance artist’s, says Velthuis, but also higher 
than “an artist who has just finished art academy.”

Many dealers use critical credibility 
to establish value when typical 
signifiers like material and dimension 
don’t apply. The buyer of the 
$1.8 million Duchamp urinal, Greek 
collector Dimitris Daskalopoulos, 
explained at the time of its purchase 
that “for me, it represents the origins 
of contemporary art.” In Bader’s case, 
working with respected galleries like 
Andrew Kreps and Sadie Coles HQ 
helps cement his reputation. So does 
exhibiting at institutions like moma ps1, 
where, in 2012, Bader “installed” live, 
adoptable cats.

Some observers actually see very 
little difficulty selling this kind of 
sculpture today. “It’s absolutely 
marketable to the collector who finds 
Bader’s ideas appealing. So much  
of Duchamp’s work was ephemeral, 
pranksterish, antimarket—and  
look how collectible, not to mention 
influential, it is,” says art adviser 
Wendy Cromwell. “While the universe 
of collectors who appreciate Duchamp 
is quite small in relation to the overall 
art market, and while valuations of 
his works haven’t reached the heights of the traditional 
painting and sculpture market, their position in the art 
world is arguably way more important.”

Although these collectors may be few, they are devoted 
because they value not just objects but “the motivation” 
behind them, says art adviser Heather Flow. “Acquiring a 
work by Bader is not necessarily about claiming ownership  
of that work but rather engaging in and appreciating the 
motivation and elements.” 

For that reason, Bader’s collectors seem to be intrigued by 
such open-ended inquiries as last year’s ___GBP, a work in 
which Bader made the market his medium. He wanted to 
understand “where and what the fuck is all this money, and 
what does it actually mean to the people who have quite a  
lot of it?” he says. So he raised £10,322 on the crowdfunding  
site Indiegogo and then auctioned the money, along with  
a certificate of authenticity, for £12,500, with buyer’s 
premium, at Christie’s London. Bader donated the proceeds 
to charity and the buyer, in the end, was out only the 
difference, £2,178.

“I don’t study economics, but like any layman who knows 
some haves have been robbing have-nots, I wonder how 
monetary value actually works or exists in this day and age,” 
he ponders. “Simply put, what is value, or what is worth?” 
Ultimately, he offered neither object nor conclusion. “The 
primary insight was: money remains money, but there’s 
no convincing proof of what that means.”  MP

LEFT:

Installation view 
of “Cat,” 
Rivington Arms, 
New York, 2004.

BELOW:

Detail of 
sandwiches.


