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Introduction

Christie’s buying and selling operations connect owners of art and luxury objects with collectors
through live auctions, online auctions, private sales, and specialist services. The company generally
acts as an intermediary rather than purchasing every object itself: specialists evaluate property,
agree terms with consignors, research and catalogue accepted lots, market them to potential buyers,
administer bidding, collect payment, and coordinate release or shipment after contractual and
compliance requirements are satisfied. This structure creates value through expertise, international
reach, market access, and a recognized sales process, but it does not eliminate uncertainty.
Estimates are judgments rather than guarantees, cataloguing can contain qualifications, and the
headline hammer price differs from the seller’s net proceeds and the buyer’s total cost. Current
Christie’s guidance also shows that auction economics continue to change, making dated fee
assumptions unreliable. A responsible analysis must therefore examine the complete transaction,
including provenance, condition, reserve strategy, buyer verification, commissions, premium, taxes,
logistics, legal restrictions, and market risk. Collecting can produce aesthetic and intellectual value,
while investment returns remain uncertain and highly dependent on the specific object and market
(Christie’s, 2026a; McAndrew, 2025).

Consignment, Estimates, and Seller
Responsibilities

The selling process commonly begins with a request for an auction estimate supported by
photographs, dimensions, ownership history, and relevant documentation. Christie’s states that
specialists review submissions and, when property fits an appropriate category and minimum
consignment threshold, discuss the suitable sale, estimate, and contractual terms with the owner
(Christie’s, 2026b). Once accepted, the Seller's Agreement governs matters such as commission,
delivery, reserve, insurance, and any additional services. The reserve is the confidential minimum
price at which the consignor is willing to sell and, under Christie’s terminology, is not set higher than
the low estimate (Christie’s, 2026c¢). Sellers must understand that the public sale result is not the
same as the amount they ultimately receive. Seller’s commission is charged as an agreed percentage,
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and Christie’s current guidance also describes an additional two-percent performance commission
when an item sells above the agreed high estimate, together with possible external costs such as

shipping, restoration, or framing. The meaningful financial outcome is therefore net proceeds after
contractual charges, taxes, liabilities, and expenses.

Research, Provenance, Condition, and Attribution

Before property reaches auction, specialists examine information that may affect identity, quality,
legality, and marketability, including maker or artist, date, medium, dimensions, inscriptions,
condition, exhibition history, literature, and provenance. Provenance—the documented history of
ownership—can influence value while also revealing issues involving stolen property, wartime
displacement, cultural patrimony, sanctions, unlawful excavation, or disputed title. A gap in
provenance is not proof of misconduct, but it can increase uncertainty and require additional
investigation. Cataloguing language should likewise be read carefully because phrases such as “by,”
“attributed to,” “studio of,” or “circle of” carry different levels of confidence. Buyers should not treat a
prestigious auction house as a substitute for their own due diligence. Condition reports, pre-sale
viewings, specialist advice, independent inspection where appropriate, and attention to legal
restrictions remain important because photographs can conceal scale, surface change, restoration, or
structural problems. Ethical collecting also requires attention to restitution and source-community
claims that may extend beyond simple possession, particularly when objects have complicated
histories (International Council of Museums, 2017).

Registration, Bidding, and Price Formation

Prospective buyers must create an account and complete identity verification before gaining full
bidding access. Christie’s currently requests identification and proof of address from individuals and
additional corporate, ownership, and authorization information from business, trust, or organizational
accounts in order to comply with anti-money-laundering, sanctions, and fraud-prevention
requirements (Christie’s, 2026d). Once registered for a sale, buyers may participate through methods
that vary by auction, including in-room, telephone, absentee, live online, or timed online bidding.
Competitive bidding can generate urgency, so a disciplined buyer should establish a maximum total
expenditure before the sale rather than reacting emotionally to incremental bids. The auctioneer’s
accepted final bid becomes the hammer price, but that figure is only the base for the buyer’s invoice.
Estimates and reserves influence expectations without guaranteeing the result, and the final price
reflects the particular bidders, timing, lot placement, provenance, condition, publicity, and market
sentiment present in that sale. Consequently, an auction price should not be mistaken for an objective
or permanent measure of intrinsic value (Thompson, 2008).
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Buyer’s Premium and the True Cost of Acquisition

The buyer’s premium is added to the hammer price and can materially change the economics of a
purchase. Christie’s financial information states that, effective 1 September 2026 for most collecting
categories, the premium is 28 percent of the hammer price up to the first threshold, 22 percent on
the portion within the second threshold, and 15 percent on the portion above the highest threshold;
thresholds vary by sale site, while wine and Gooding Christie’s follow separate schedules (Christie’'s,
2026a). Local taxes, resale royalties in some jurisdictions, shipping, insurance, customs duties,
storage, permits, and other charges may add further cost. A buyer considering an object as an
investment must therefore calculate the all-in acquisition cost rather than compare only hammer
prices. The same principle applies later when selling because transaction costs occur on both entry
and exit. A work that rises substantially in public auction value may still produce a modest net return
once premiums, commissions, taxes, transport, conservation, insurance, and years of holding costs
are included. Accurate budgeting is therefore part of responsible collecting.

Payment, Transfer, Logistics, and Compliance

After a successful bid, Christie’s issues an invoice that includes the hammer price, buyer’s premium,
applicable taxes, and other charges. Current payment guidance explains that buyers can view
invoices through their accounts and arrange payment and shipping, subject to transaction limits and
the requirements of the relevant sale location (Christie’s, 2026e€). Release of property depends on
completed payment and compliance checks. The practical transfer can be complex because artworks
and luxury objects may require specialist packing, climate-controlled handling, insurance, export
licenses, customs documentation, wildlife permits, or other legal authorizations. Large, fragile,
culturally sensitive, or restricted objects can cost significantly more to move than a first-time buyer
expects. These logistical issues also affect sellers, who must arrange delivery into the auction system
and may incur agreed external service costs. The operational lesson is that an art transaction does
not end when the auctioneer’'s hammer falls. Ownership must still be documented, funds cleared,
regulatory requirements satisfied, risk allocated under the contract, and the object physically
transferred in a way that protects both its condition and lawful movement across jurisdictions.

Collecting, Investment Risk, and Ethical Discipline

Art can appreciate, but it behaves differently from a liquid financial security. Individual works trade
infrequently, comparable objects are never perfectly identical, private transactions are often opaque,
and an attribution or authenticity dispute can sharply reduce marketability. Insurance, storage,
conservation, advice, and transaction costs also reduce net return. Market reports can describe broad
trends, but they cannot guarantee the future price of a particular object (McAndrew, 2025). This is
why passion and investment should remain related but distinct motives. A collector receives
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aesthetic, historical, intellectual, or social value while owning a work even if its price remains
unchanged. Disciplined collecting nevertheless requires attention to condition, provenance, rarity,
quality, legal title, concentration risk, and realistic exit options. Ethical judgment matters as well.
Financial interests such as guarantees or third-party support should be understood, while restitution
claims, cultural-property concerns, endangered materials, and source-country restrictions require
serious consideration. Long-term market legitimacy depends on documentation, fair dealing,
transparent contractual terms, and willingness to respond when credible new evidence changes what
is known about an object.

Conclusion

Christie’s buying and selling operations form an integrated system of valuation, consignment,
research, marketing, verification, bidding, payment, compliance, and transfer. For sellers, the process
begins with specialist assessment and contractual agreement and ends with net proceeds after
commissions and expenses. For buyers, registration and due diligence precede bidding, while the
winning hammer price is followed by a substantial buyer’s premium and potentially taxes, shipping,
insurance, permits, and other costs. Christie’s current 2026 fee schedule demonstrates why collectors
should verify terms at the time of each transaction rather than rely on older percentages (Christie’s,
2026a). The auction house contributes expertise and access, but neither an estimate nor a prestigious
catalogue removes market, condition, attribution, legal, or investment risk. A sustainable approach
combines enthusiasm with discipline: collectors should understand the object, the contract, the total
cost, and the provenance before committing capital. Art can provide value that is aesthetic as well as
financial, but successful participation depends less on chasing spectacular auction records than on
careful research, realistic expectations, ethical judgment, and informed decision-making.
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