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Sotheby’s have acquired companies 
and teams focusing on machine learn-
ing and artificial intelligence. Could 
this be the latest weapon in the 
battle for new online buyers?” ques-
tions the report. 

But what is it about the virtual art 
marketplace that makes it such a hot-
ly contested one? According to Gaurav 
Bhatia, managing director, Sotheby’s 
India, this is perhaps because digital 
has “democratised the way people 
buy and view art.” Access to great art 
has never been quicker or easier. And 
the numbers are proof of that: In 
2017, nearly a quarter of all lots sold 
across Sotheby’s were bought by on-
line buyers (23 per cent). Digital in-
novations such as the Sotheby’s app 
and digital catalogues have levelled 
the field. The company has also 
nearly tripled the number of online-
only auctions, with an average sell-
through rate of 85 per cent. India, in 
particular, stands as a unique exam-
ple, where collectors have expressed 
a deep comfort with online auctions 
since it was introduced in 2000s. 
“India is one of the few countries 
where live and online auctions were 
launched at the same time. At one 
point, India had the highest in-
stance of people buying from a digi-
tal platform,” says Dinesh Vazirani, 

CEO, Saffronart. 
The ease of transaction, coupled with educa-

tive features and easy price comparison, have 
changed the buying process. The anonymity 
that the process allows for is making online art 
buying extremely lucrative. “We are seeing im-
pulse buys and informed decisions from Tier 2 
and 3 cities as well as young professionals aged 
25 to 40 from Tier 1 cities,” says Vazirani. The 
price range between 5 lakh to 20 lakh has 
emerged as the sweet spot. High-value lots are 
doing well too: In June, this year, as part of Saf-
fronart’s summer online auction, Tyeb Mehta’s 
iconic Untitled (Kali) (1989) was sold for a new 
world record for the artist at 26.4 crores. Also, 
according to the Hiscox report, 74 per cent of 
online art buyers bought more than one art ob-
ject online in the past 12 months. It looks like  
the months ahead will be exciting as they will 
foretell the shape this enigmatic marketplace is 
going to take, and if cryptocurrency as a pay-
ment method will be the blockchain technology 
to change the buying process even further.>

It’s not exactly surprising that the online auc-
tion market has become, perhaps, the most 
scrutinised one in the past couple of years. Ac-
cording to a Hiscox Online Art Trade report 
2018, online sales are up by 12 per cent, even 
though the annual growth rate has slowed 
down. With auction houses such as Sotheby’s 
and Christie’s strengthening their digital oper-
ations, and online platforms such as Artsy  
consolidating their position in the market, this 
space is likely to see some intense competition 
in the coming years. The online space has also 
emerged as the space for some serious innova-
tion. “In the past 12 months, Artsy, Etsy and 

The biggest buys are all happening 
at the click of a button
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“WE ARE 
SEEING 

IMPULSE BUYS 
AS WELL AS 
INFORMED 
DECISIONS 

FROM TIER 2 
AND 3 CITIES”
—DINESH VAZIRANI 

Tyeb Mehta’s 
Untitled (Kali) 

was sold for a new 
world record for 

the artist at  
26.4 crores at a 

Saffronart auction


