Singapore — an art auction centre?

By WOON TAI HO

THE success of last week-
end’s Borobudur auction
has led to the revival of the
debate on whether Singa-
pore, rather than Hong
Kong, should be the centre
of Southeast Asian art auc-
tions.

“We had at least 300 reg-
istered paddles, and this
was twice the usual
number,” enthused John
Andreas, owner of Borobu-
dur. Even Hauw Ming,
chairman of the influential
ASPI (the Indonesian Art
Lovers’ Association), was
surprised. “Genuine collec-
tors came from Indonesia
en masse. Collectors from
Europe as well. The quality
was there, especially the
rare pre-war and tradition-
al Balinese works.”

Those works literally
sold out too. “The old Bal-
inese sold 100 per cent at
an average of 2-10 times
the low estimate,” says An-

dreas. While most modern
and contemporary South-
east Asian favourites did
well, it was Handiwirman
Saputra who stood out. His
acrylic on canvas, Mental
Series, sold at $240,000 —
above the high estimate of
$210,000.

“It’s an irony, really,
that most record prices of
Southeast Asian art are
hammered out of Hong
Kong - not in the centre of
Southeast Asia itself, here
in Singapore,” says KB
Chan, an auction regular.

Christie’s last auction
here was in 2001, Sothe-
by’s in 2007. Would they
consider returning? Phil
Whittaker, director of
Sotheby’s Institute of Art
(independent of the auction
house), says: “The underly-
ing issue is tax; GST in Sin-
gapore is 7 per cent, and ze-
ro per cent in Hong Kong.
Unless this changes, there
is little likelihood of the ma-

jor auction houses return-
ing.”

Andreas agrees: “I just
don’t understand why GST
needs to be charged on art,
as art is a form of invest-
‘ment, like shares and mutu-
al funds. These financial
products purchased are not
subject to GST, only broker-
age commission.”

“Auctions are market-
places of exchanges, like
the stock exchange. To en-
courage it to grow, the is-
sue of GST should be re-ex-
amined,” says TH Lim, a
veteran at auctions who
works in the financial sec-
tor. He points out the re-
cent ruling suspending GST
for art pieces stored in ze-
ro-GST warehouses is a
good start. ;

“If Singapore is serious
about allowing the auction
market to grow, it could ei-
ther tax only the commis-
sion, or ‘suspend’ GST for a
period of, say, five years to

let it really take off. High-
quality art could cost mil-
lions, and 7 per cent of that
is a lot of money. Sure, for-
eigners may not be affected
by GST, but you want good
works to stay here in Singa-
pore, either in collectors’
homes or in storage. The
Singapore FreePort storage
for art at Changi underlies
that art is indeed invest-
ment.”

Both Christie’s and
Sotheby’s did not bring up
the GST issue when contact-
ed. They see taking auc-
tions to Hong Kong as stra-
tegic. “Hong Kong is recog-
nised internationally as the
third largest auction centre
in the world, after New
York and London...we
are prompting more
‘cross-buying’ activities,
drawing buyers from other
categories to Southeast
Asian art,” says Mok Kim
Chuan, head of Sotheby’s
Southeast Asian Paintings

department.

Jonathan Stone, MD of
Christie’s Asia, adds: “It re-
sulted in much broader ex-
posure of the category be-
yond the Southeast Asian
region, and successfully es-
tablished modern and con-
temporary Southeast Asian
art on the global art plat-
form.”

Christie’s also sees Sin-
gapore as an art city differ-
ently. “Singapore is strategi-
cally a very important base
for Christie’s,” says Stone.
“Our Southeast Asian art de-
partment and specialists
are based there and we
have a new high-security
art storage facility at the
Singapore FreePort . . . this
is our strategy of establish-
ing different businesses in
optimal locations in Asia.”

Perhaps with more suc-
cesses like Borobudur, the
auctioning market will ma-
ture, allowing both the Sin-
gapore authorities and ma-

jor auction houses to look
at auctioning here different-
ly. By then, Singapore may
have a fighting chance to
auction top-quality art for
not just a regional but an in-
ternational collecting audi-
ence.

High demand:
Handiwirman Saputra’s
acrylic on canvas, ‘Mental
Series’, set a personal
record. It was sold at
$240,000 - above the high
estimate of $210,000



