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When I first heard about collecting
art as a group, | was skeptical — maybe
because of my post-Soviet mindset. Yet
the concept seems to work very well in
the oldest democracy. Art collecting
groups are now established in London,
and Bristol, with plans for more groups
in Birmingham, Sheffield and Liverpool.
Each self-managed buying group is
affiliated to ‘The Collective’, which
acts as a national umbrella network
providing information about artists,
galleries and exhibitions. The Collective
aims to build a national network of self-
managed collecting groups that buy
and collect challenging contemporary
art for the domestic space. The first
London group was started 7 years ago by
a group of friends. They have now built
up a body of contemporary work, mainly
by British artists. Recently the group
broke new ground by commissioning an
experimental work, alive art performance
for their homes! Sounds like miracles can
happen.

1 talked to Robert Lee, the co-founder
and the chairman of The Collective.

Artbest-Seller: How did it all start?

Robert Lee: The idea of collecting art as
a group came about quite by accident
about 10 years ago. I was visiting a
gallery with a group of friends where
we saw a work we all liked, but none

of us could afford to buy it. Someone
suggested the idea of buying the work
together. It seemed like a good idea

but we didn’t do anything about it at
the time, But the thought stuck in our
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minds and few years later we decided

to give the idea a go. We got a group of
people together who were interested
and started what we now call “The
Collective”. We are group of households,
individuals, friends, who pool our
resources to buy contemporary art,
which we share.

ABS: How do you share the art?

RL: We share the collection among
seven households. We use the term
‘households’ to describe our membership
because we quickly realized that buying
art to share and display in our homes
was not just a matter for individuals
who started the group. Those with
whom we share our homes also needed
to be involved , they have to live with
the art too. The way we share the art is
actually quite simple: each member, or
each household has a turn to buy the
art, when sufficient funds are available
in the pooled budget. Every four to five
months we all come together, everybody
brings all the art work they have and

we rotate the pieces. Every member

gets an opportunity to display all the
work in their homes, as the pieces rotate
around the households. We call these
events an “exchange”. Normally the
event is hosted in one of our households
— we sometimes have dinner or lunch
and spend time together talking about
the art. People like to be the first to
have new work to display it in their
homes. We have a general discussion,
particularly about new pieces but about
the old work as well. People talk about
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how any work that they display was
received, what their guests thought
about it, what pieces may have been
considered as controversial by their
friends. These discussions are a good
social event. We end with a lively debate
about what pieces each household

will take away for their homes. If for
example, somebody is keen to take a
combination of pieces because they feel
they will work well, and somebody else
would also like to take the same works,
the whole group has a discussion about
the competing claims. It always resolved
amicably, and sometimes we even take a
vote! There are several rules, of course.
If a household had had a piece before,
then another member who has not yet
had a turn to display that work has first
priority. Our debates at the exchanges
often throw up new insights into the
work, and are also good fun.

ABS: How often and how much does
each household contribute to the kitty?

RL: We originally started with
contributions of about £30 per month
per household, which was what we
could afford at the time. We have
gradually increased the contributions
over time. Making art accessible and
affordable is an important part of our
ethos. Occasionally we all agree to make
a one-off contribution, over and above
our regular subscriptions, to purchase a
particular piece.

ABS: Could you describe your
philosophy?
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