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Citadel LLC founder and CEO Kenneth C. Griffin talking to journalist Andrew Ross Sorkin at the New York Times
Times in 2013. Photo by Larry Busacca/Getty Images for The New York Times.

Art Industry News is a daily digest of the most consequential developments coming out of
the art world and art market. Here’s what you need to know this Thursday, January 24.

NEED-TO-READ

W.A.G.E. Calls on Whitney Biennial Participants to Withhold Work - The nonprofit
organization Working Artists and the Greater Economy (W.A.G.E.) has published an open
letter asking artists who are invited to participate in the upcoming Whitney Biennial to
withhold their work in solidarity with Whitney staff. Late last year, staff members called
for the resignation (https://news.artnet.com/art-world/whitney-tear-gas-board-chair-
silence-1407232) of controversial board member Warren B. Kanders
(https://news.artnet.com/art-world/whitney-protest-adam-weinberg-response-1409164)
who owns a weapons manufacturer that creates tear gas used on migrants and
protesters. W.A.G.E. also asked that participating artists affirm their right to be paid, a
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central component of the nonprofit’s mission. (Hyperallergic
(https://hyperallergic.com/481246/w-a-g-e-asks-artists-to-demand-payment-and-withhold-
content-from-2019-whitney-biennial/))

ADVERTISING
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Arts Body Publishes “No Deal” Brexit Guide - Arts Council England has released a guide
offering advice for the art world in the event that the European Union and the UK do not
reach a Brexit transition deal by the fast-approaching deadline of March 29.
Organizations moving art across the border need to allot extra time, especially when
works are large, delicate, or of high value. Meanwhile, EU artists must be advised that
they will no longer be able to move freely across the border. The guide also warns that
UK organizations will no longer be eligible to receive arts funding from the EU, so they
should plan to reorganize their finances. (The Art Newspaper
(https:/www.theartnewspaper.com/news/arts-council-england-brexit))

Billionaire Collector Buys London and New York’s Most Expensive Homes - The hedge-
funder and philanthropist Ken Griffin, whose high-flying_purchases
(https:/money.cnn.com/2016/02/19/luxury/ken-griffin-david-geffen-de-kooning-jackson-
pollock/index.html) include a de Kooning and Pollock for a combined $500 million, has
added some new high-end real estate to his portfolio. He snapped a $238 million
penthouse with views of Central Park days after buying London’s most expensive
residence, a mansion overlooking St. James’s Park for $122 million. The man likes a park
view. (Bloomberg_(https:/www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-01-23/citadel-s-ken-

Lubaina Himid Becomes a Royal Academician - The Turner Prize-winning artist Lubaina
Himid, a pioneering member of the Black Art movement in Britain, has been elected a
Royal Academician. She is joined by two new architecture RAs, Adam Caruso and Peter St
John, whose joint firm has designed galleries for Larry Gagosian and Damien Hirst in
London. (Press release)

ART MARKET

Frieze Los Angeles Reveals Latest Plans - Three weeks ahead of the inaugural fair,
which runs February 14 to 17 at Paramount Studios, Frieze has shared more details about
the art that will be on view. Hauser & Wirth will present Mike Kelley’s installation Unisex
Love Nest for the first time in the city, while LA artist Kathryn Andrews will debut a new
series inspired by the 1947 “Back Dahlia” murder in the city at David Kordansky.
(Hollywood Reporter (https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/news/frieze-la-art-fair-unveils-
artists-films-talks-1178264))

Hauser & Wirth Donates $1 Million to Filmmaking Initiative - Cal State LA’s film
department just got an injection of cash from the mega-gallery’s West Coast branch. The
five-year partnership will provide $200,000 a year to support students specializing in
documentary film, including funding for equipment and visiting instructors. (Los Angeles
Times (https://www.latimes.com/entertainment/arts/la-et-cm-cal-state-hauser-wirth-
20190123-story.html))

Casa Tridngulo Names New Director - The former director of Galeria Leme in Sao Paulo,
Camila Siqueira, has been named the new director of Casa Tridngulo. The Brazilian
gallery, which was founded in 1988, represents artists Assume Vivid Astro Focus and Yuri
Firmeza, among others. (ARTnews (http://www.artnews.com/2019/01/23/camila-siqueira-
joins-sao-paulos-casa-triangulo-director/))

COMINGS & GOINGS
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Singapore Biennale Announces Curators - The seven-person curatorial team for the
2019 Singapore Biennale will be led by Patrick Flores, who is a professor at the University
of the Philippines and a curator at the Vargas Museum in Manila. The exhibition, called
“Every Step in the Right Direction,” is due to open in November. (ARTnews
(http://www.artnews.com/2019/01/23/2019-singapore-biennale-theme-curatorial-team/))

Warhol Foundation Announces Curatorial Research Grants - The Andy Warhol
Foundation’s latest round of curatorial research fellowships total more than $400,000, its
largest award given through the program to date. Winners include Naima Keith and Diana
Nawi’s Prospect 5, the New Orleans triennial due to open in 2020. (ARTnews
(http://www.artnews.com/2019/01/23/andy-warhol-foundation-presents-413500-
curatorial-research-grants-prospect-5-artistic-responses-border-violence/))

Tate Launches a Global Research Initiative - Korean car maker Hyundai is expanding its
sponsorship of Tate to fund five curatorial posts as part of a new research center
focused on expanding the canon of contemporary art beyond Europe and North America.
The center, which will organize symposia and workshops, will be led by Sook-Kyung Lee,
a senior curator of international art. The sponsorship deal lasts until 2024. (Press
release)

FOR ART’S SAKE

Family Cites New Evidence to Support “Jane Austen” Portrait - New research supports
a family’s claim that the subject of a portrait it owns could be the author Jane Austen at
age 12. A note by Austen’s great-niece appears to confirm that the artist Ozias Humphry
painted the young Austen in 1788—but the National Portrait Gallery remains skeptical
about the attribution. The painting, which failed to sell at auction in 2007, is owned by
the Rice family, who are among Austen’s descendants. (Guardian
(https:/www.theguardian.com/books/2019/jan/23/jane-austen-family-say-note-

establishes-disputed-portraits-identity))

Vox’s #Russiagate Explainer Features Ben Davis’s Verdict - Vox asked our own Ben
Davis to help sum up—and debunk—the money-laundering conspiracy theory swirling

around the $450 million Salvator Mundi (https://news.artnet.com/wp/wp-admin/post.php?
post=14343528&action=edit). The theory links the royal families of Saudi Arabia and Abu
Dhabi, Donald Trump, an Israeli intelligence firm, and the Russian billionaire Dmitry

Rybolovlev through the record sale of the Leonardo. Davis says: “If you’re going to do
something really, really shady, you might not want to do it in a way that’s designed to put
a big arrow over your head that says, ‘Look at me! Investigate me!’” (Vox
(https:/www.vox.com/the-goods/2019/1/22/18192927/salvator-mundi-trump-conspiracy-
theory?fbclid=IwAR1zszyOtPND1SUALUJWA2zuVMn8G-SKzEWSObE9U-
92vggyg1b178J0uZQ))

Miroslaw Balka Warns of Trump-Style Walls - The Polish artist has created an
overheated and claustrophobic exhibition at White Cube in London. “Random Access
Memory” is heated to 113 degrees Fahrenheit, and his sculpture resembles barricades
and walls. Poland’s leading sculpture says the show was in part inspired by the political
situation in his home country, Trump’s US-Mexico wall, and Brexit. “We used to think
demolishing walls was a sign of progress,” he said. “Now everywhere we are building
them up again.” (Guardian
(https:/www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2019/jan/24/miroslaw-balka-interview-walls-
random-access-memory-white-cube))
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Opinion (https://news.artnet.com/opinion)

The Perplexingly Popular Conspiracy Theory
That ‘Salvator Mundi’ Is Connected to
#Russiagate, Explained

Trump, Russia, Saudi Arabia, Christie's, a new shadowy world order... it all
adds up!

Ben Davis (https://news.artnet.com/about/ben-davis-93), January 9, 2019
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Internet Conspiracy Theory Guy Meme loves Salvator Mundi.

Fake news alert.

Here we are, kicking off 2019 and | am getting asked about this outlandish conspiracy
featuring Donald Trump, Robert Mueller, Russian oligarch Dmitry Rybolovlev
(https://news.artnet.com/art-world/russian-oligarchs-1316525), an Israeli social media
disinformation firm, the record-breaking_sale (https://news.artnet.com/opinion/leonardo-

da-vinci-salvator-mundi-auction-christies-1137170) of Leonardo da Vinci’s Salvator
Mundi, and... ugh, my brain hurts already.

ADVERTISING
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mundi) post causing all the commotion hails from a website I’ve never heard of called
Narativ, from a writer I’ve never heard of called Zev Shalev. But people are sharing it
(Wonkette just picked it up (https://www.wonkette.com/what-does-leonardo-da-vinci-
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have-to-do-with-the-russia-investigation-a-holy-sh-t-investigation-into-what-the-f-ck),
giving it way too much credence). So go read it if you must
(https://narativ.org/2019/01/02/salvator-mundi-art-of-the-deal-the-lost-davinci/?
fbclid=lwAROaHsFf93bTeYULP8g8-IN-2CFvL8kuRolTo8uqYgl7uBDB5zCNATb11Dg).

It manages to cite as major authorities both Jonathan Jones, the Guardian art critic
known for embarrassing hot takes, and Seth Abramson, the dean of anti-Trump
(https:/www.pastemagazine.com/articles/2017/04/stop-listening-to-seth-abramson-on-
donald-trumps-r.html) conspiracy theories (https://www.chronicle.com/article/What-|s-
Seth-Abramson-Trying/240071).

When you strip it down, essentially it argues that the Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman of Saudi Arabia and Prince Mohammed bin Zayed of Abu Dhabi hatched a plot to
wildly overpay supposed Trump ally Dmitry Rybolovlev for Salvator Mundi at auction, as a
way to launder money to pay an Israeli social media operation, Psy-Group

manipulate the US public.
Does this make sense?

No. Let’s talk about why.

Point 1: No, Salvator Mundi Is Not “Lost”

Shalev’s post begins with a long and pointless intro about how the debut of Salvator
Mundi at the Louvre Abu Dhabi has been postponed, provocatively stating that bin
Salman “appears to have ‘lost’ the world’s most expensive painting.”

A general view of the Louvre Abu Dhabi museum on January 9, 2018 in Abu Dhabi, United Arab
Emirates. Photo by Tom Dulat/Getty Images.

It’s true that the Abu Dhabi Department of Culture and Tourism announced in September
that Salvator Mundi’s planned unveiling at the museum would be “delayed indefinitely
(https://news.artnet.com/art-world/louvre-abu-dhabi-postpones-display-salvator-mundi-
1341950),” without providing an explanation as to why. And it’s also true that three art-
world figures went to the press with concerns about the painting’s care in the wake of
that announcement: Oxford scholar Martin Kemp, who authenticated Salvator Mundi as a
true Leonardo; conservator Dianne Dwyer Modestini, who executed its extensive repair;
and dealer Robert Simon, who acquired the work for a mere $10,000 in 2005, before its
reattribution.

But there is a gaping chasm between this trio’s concerns and a credible argument that
the painting has been “misplaced,” let alone by bin Salman. As would-be proof, Shalev
offers up Kemp, who proclaimed to the Times
(https:/www.thetimes.co.uk/edition/times2/the-fate-of-leonardos-lost-salvator-mundi-
bvv28pxfc) on November 23, “Nobody outside the immediate Arab hierarchy knows where
[Salvator Mundi] is.”

Which means... nobody knows where it is—except for the people who actually own it.
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For its part, the UAE paper the National guessed
(https://www.thenational.ae/uae/heritage/salvator-mundi-unveiling-of-world-s-most-
expensive-painting-at-louvre-abu-dhabi-delayed-1.766314) that they might just be waiting
for the one-year anniversary of the new museum to unveil it.

The juicy bits of the Times piece are how erratic the “new owners” of the painting seem.
They demanded to take possession from Christie’s back in May on short notice, even at
the cost of getting an inferior, less-protective acrylic cover put on it rather than the
slow-to-manufacture museum-quality glass cover—but then evidently dallied on getting
the painting to its Zirich-based conservator, who had been contracted for insurance
purposes. It’s in that context that Robert Simon frets, “I am trusting and believing that,
wherever it is, there are people who understand that it is a 500-year-old, very fragile
work of art and that they are keeping it in museum conditions.”

The truth is that everything about how we found out Salvator Mundi was going to the
Emirates was weirdly scattershot in the first place (https://news.artnet.com/art-
world/leonardo-da-vincis-450m-blockbuster-salvator-mundi-is-en-route-to-louvre-abu-

dhabi-1171523), announced on social media in a way that apparently blindsided the
Louvre Abu Dhabi’s official PR team. It all reads less as a sinister conspiracy than as
amateur hour, or, maybe more to the point, herky-jerky maneuvers to suit the shifting
whims of an autocrat.

A visitor takes a photo of Leonardo da Vinci’s Salvator Mundi painting at the Christie’s in New York
during its final day of viewing in New York, United States on November 15, 2017. Photo by Mohammed
Elshamy/Anadolu Agency/Getty Images.

In fairness to Shalev, people in the art world are certainly very curious about what’s
happening with Salvator Mundi, given that it is the world’s most expensive painting. Even
so, I’'m not even really sure what this has to do with anything, or what is being implied,
besides a vague sense of dark doings.

“Questions are being raised,” Shalev writes. Which questions? By whom? To what end?

Point 2: The Rich Pay Too Much Money for Things (That’s the Entire
Art Auction Business Model)

Given the many insinuations out there about Dmitry Rybolovlev’s connection to Trump
and Russia, and that Rybolovlev was the owner of the purported Leonardo, conspiratorial
memes about the Salvator Mundi’s connection to #Russiagate began shortly after the
historic sale. These got rolled together with suspicions about the auction-house hype
around the painting, so soon it became an “obviously fake” Leonardo, being sold by a
Trump ally, for a mysteriously inflated price.
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Russian businessperson Dmitry Rybolovlev poses in Paris on September 24, 2015 in front of two
allegedly stolen paintings by Pablo Picasso, Espagnole a I’Eventail (left) and Femme se Coiffant,
which he purchased from Swiss art dealer Yves Bouvier. Image courtesy AFP Photo/Patrick Kovarik.

At the time, all this seemed trivial, if also an unfortunately illustrative parallel to long-
running right-wing, anti-science, everything-is-connected paranoia, the hallmark of
which is the undermining of belief in experts and facts in favor of what feels right. This is
exactly what started to happen with Salvator Mundi.

There is considerable dispute (https://www.theartnewspaper.com/news/salvator-mundi-
expert-uncovers-exciting-new-evidence) over the authenticity

(https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/oxford-scholar-challenges-salvator-
mundi-attribution-arguing-leonardos-assistant-painted-majority-work-180969948/) of the
painting. Even if it is the real thing, it was badly damaged and substantially restored, so
the extent to which you can call it “from the hand of Leonardo” is debatable.

| actually sort of like it (https://news.artnet.com/opinion/leonardo-da-vinci-salvator-
mundi-auction-christies-1137170), but what do | know? | have taken the time to read the
evidence, but | am not an expert as to the authenticity. Let the professional
authenticators, scholars, and conservators argue it out. There are experts like Kemp who

do think (https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2018/oct/11/worlds-most-

expensive-painting-is-by-leornardo-insists-expert) it is by Leonardo, whom | have no
reason to believe are bought off by Christie’s. But then again, who trusts experts
anymore, especially when they’re backed by boring things like research and training?
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Agents speak on their phones with their clients while bidding on at the auction of Leonardo da
Vinci’s Salvator Mundi during the Post-War and Contemporary Art evening sale at Christie’s on
November 15, 2017 in New York City. Photo by Eduardo Munoz Alvarez/Getty Images

As an amount to pay for anything, $450 million is an absolutely enraging sum—and the
art market is indeed often crooked, easily manipulable, and a playground for plutocrats’
questionable decisions. | get the emotional appeal of saying that whoever paid a half
billion dollars for this dodgy, damaged painting is either a clueless rube who was
suckered or else has some other sinister agenda.

Did the winning bidder at Christie’s overpay for the painting? Maybe. Maybe they even
overpaid by a lot. But much of Shalev’s reasoning depends on a different idea altogether:
that the mystery bidder, supposedly bin Salman, overpaid by so much that something
fishy is going on.

Let me propose a counter-hypothesis. The Saudi Crown Prince has a personal net worth
of $17 billion. The average US household has a net worth of about $76,000. So for bin
Salman, dropping $450 million at auction is roughly the equivalent, relative to his
personal fortune, of spending $2,000 in everyday-American terms.

Or, if you think of it in terms of Saudi royal family wealth as a whole, MBS’s war chest
holds something like $1.4 trillion (https://www.cnbc.com/2018/08/18/this-royal-familys-
wealth-could-be-more-than-1-trillion.html). In those terms, spending $450 million is

roughly the equivalent of spending... 24 bucks.

| mean, it’s a record-setting sum (and unwieldy enough that it had be paid in
installments). But it’s not a lot of money to him. If Mohammed bin Salman wants to buy
an expensive but dubious Leonardo on a whim, just because there’s enough hype about it
and he’d like to offer it to his buddy in Abu Dhabi who happens to be opening a new
version of the Louvre on a much-ballyhooed but widely criticized
(https://news.artnet.com/opinion/whats-going-on-at-saadiyat-island-270545) “Happiness

Island” —why not?

That explanation already contains plenty that is unsavory, while also being closer to
plausible.

But... but... maybe it’s all a part of a secret global plot to elect Trump?

Point 3: There’s No Real Evidence of Any Conspiracy

The Narativ theory leans heavily on a New York Times story.
(https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/19/us/politics/trump-jr-saudi-uae-nader-prince-
zamel.html) about a pre-election Trump Tower meeting between a representative of the
Saudi and Emirati princes; Erik Prince, the former head of the mercenary firm Blackwater;
a representative of an Israeli disinformation firm; and Donald Trump, Jr. There, the royals’
representative supposedly relayed to Don Jr. that they, in the Times‘s paraphrase, “were

eager to help your father win election as president.”

The implication is that somehow the princes would go on—a year after the election was
over—to secretly pay the Israeli firm, using the Leonardo purchase as a vehicle to move
money to the Russian owner of the painting. Which seems like a notably big, weird, very
public, extremely costly way to go about this particular Black Op, no?

(At this point in his essay, Shalev also bizarrely switches into omniscient third-person
narration, suddenly transforming into a low-budget Le Carré: “As the three men made
small talk, President Obama was on TV pleading with the Republican Party to reject
Trump as their candidate, and calling him ‘unfit to serve.” Prince smiled and checked his
watch. He knew Obama'’s criticism would only strengthen Trump’s chances.” Why this
shift? | don’t know. Questions are being raised!)


https://www.cnbc.com/2018/08/18/this-royal-familys-wealth-could-be-more-than-1-trillion.html
https://news.artnet.com/opinion/whats-going-on-at-saadiyat-island-270545
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/19/us/politics/trump-jr-saudi-uae-nader-prince-zamel.html

Mohammad bin Salman al-Saud (left) meets Crown Prince of Abu Dhabi Mohammed bin Zayed Al
Nahya on November 22, 2018. Photo by Bandar Algaloud/Saudi Kingdom Council/Handout/Anadolu
Agency/Getty Images.

The would-be smoking gun is that the two princes who supposedly wanted Trump to win
were, reportedly, also the final two anonymous phone bidders for Salvator Mundi,
colluding to drive up the price as part of the scheme to benefit Rybolovlev.

But nota bene, there’s yet another conflicting_report (https://www.reuters.com/article/us-
emirates-louvre/abu-dhabi-postpones-unveiling-of-450-million-da-vinci-painting-
idUSKCN1LJ1GJ) in Reuters, which has the Abu Dhabi Department of Culture and Tourism
buying the painting directly, through a Saudi proxy—so it’s safe to say from the jumbled
public record that nothing is certain enough to draw world-historical conclusions. For
that matter, the idea that Mohammed bin Zayed, crown prince of the UAE, was the
underbidder for the record-setting painting comes from a single report in the tabloid the
Daily Mail (https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-5554969/Two-Arab-princes-cost-
450MILLION-bidding-war-Da-Vincis-Salvator-Mundi.html)—which is something like the
opposite of the “newspaper of record” (it’s the most inaccurate paper in the UK
(https://tabloidcorrections.wordpress.com/2018/01/02/statistics-show-that-daily-mail-
was-by-far-the-most-unreliable-uk-paper-in-2017/), by a country mile). The tidbit has not,
to my knowledge, been otherwise confirmed.

The Mail cites a lone anonymous “Emirati palace source.” And while Shalev makes a leap
from that not particularly rock-solid source to the idea that the two princes were
therefore working together to bid up the work for Trump-collusion reasons, the very same
“source” specifically indicated that the two princes did not know about each others’
bidding.

The whole point of this tenuously reported story—and the reason that it too went viral—
was this right-hand-unaware-of-the-left-hand’s-motion absurdity.

Why were the princes willing to pay so much, according to the Mail? The answer didn’t
have anything to do with Trump, but with intra-Middle East rivalry: “Each of them thought
they were bidding against the Qataris, and didn’t want them to get it.” To lap up the Mail
tale of dueling royals and then ignore everything else about the report is, well... what’s
that thing that comes out of the back of a bull?

Satisfying vs. Simple

“At first, laundering hundreds of millions of dollars in full view of a global audience, may
not seem like the smartest move,” Shalev sagely concludes (the weird comma after
“audience” is his), “but the facts support this may have been what the two crown
princes and Dmitry Rybolovlev tried to do.”

Calling what he has assembled “facts” seems a bit of a stretch. But even if we assume
every “fact” here to be true, the end result asks us to believe in an international
conspiracy ring crafty enough to concoct this elaborate Rube Goldberg plot—but too
dumb to figure out a less belabored way to accomplish its sinister ends.


https://www.reuters.com/article/us-emirates-louvre/abu-dhabi-postpones-unveiling-of-450-million-da-vinci-painting-idUSKCN1LJ1GJ
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https://tabloidcorrections.wordpress.com/2018/01/02/statistics-show-that-daily-mail-was-by-far-the-most-unreliable-uk-paper-in-2017/

Call me a Russian plant if you will, but I’'m gonna propose that maybe its just a case of
stupidly wealthy people spending a stupid amount of money on something.

All of this is getting too much into the weeds of a tangled theory. The point isn’t the
specifics, really, it’s just that this should transparently be an example of exactly the sort
of seductive silliness that propels online conspiracy thinking. And it is all doubly funny
because it revolves around Trump’s attempt to somehow employ the services of an Israeli
social media disinformation firm in an effort to... distract and confuse his enemies. The
snake eats its own tail in the end, doesn’t it?

Let’s make a New Year’s resolution to never talk about this again.
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