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About the Author 
Spencer W. Stuart provides collection advisory services to private 
collectors as well as institutions where he aids in the design and 
execution of collection development, inventory, cataloguing, 
collection appraisals and de-accession strategies.  Spencer’s 
current client focus is the development and eventual placement of 
fine collections. To book a one-on-one consultation to discuss 
your collecting future, send him a message:  
http://spencerwstuart.ca/services/ 
 
In concert with his advising, Spencer is an active researcher and 
writer, publishing articles on collecting and collection management 

in North America and Europe. In 2021, in addition to his radio work for the CBC, Spencer 
provided briefings and presentations to hundreds of collectors for more than 20 book clubs and 
bibliophilic organizations across North America and Abroad. To read or listen to more of 
Spencer’s work go to: http://spencerwstuart.ca/media/ 

__________________________________________________________ 

 

Channels of Redistribution: Dealer/ Auction/ Institution/ 

Inheritance 

 

With an understanding of the outside world’s awareness of your collecting 

interests, you can then assess the likelihood of your collection going 

through your desired channels of redistribution. This is the essential work of 

the ‘late stage’ collecting process and begins with the act of cataloguing 

one’s collection. 

 

Through Dealers 

The de-accessioning of one’s collection can be an emotional process and at 

times market dynamics that you understood as a buyer can cause 

confusion and frustration when you yourself are selling. With this in mind, if 

you decide to sell to a dealer, when they make you an offer, the amount will 

likely be 30-50% less than similar items recently offered on the market. 

 

Some benefits: because most dealers specialize, their knowledge of the 

demand within a collecting area will result in a shorter time frame for 

correspondence. The objective of dealers is to cultivate long-lasting 

relationships with collectors and will also ensure (to some extent) that items 

from your collections will find a good home. That said, as most dealers want 

to offer exceptional material, the likelihood of them purchasing the entirety 

of a collection is low (in some cases selling on consignment can be 

arranged). Even then, your collection will not stay intact.  

 

Use of a dealer is most appropriate for ‘Object Elicit’ collectors with little to 

no interest in preserving their collection as a whole. 

http://spencerwstuart.ca/services/
http://spencerwstuart.ca/media/
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At Auction 

Also within the commercial realm of de-accessioning, auction houses are a 

viable option for ‘Object Elicit’ collectors who are not interested in keeping 

the collection together. Even more so than a dealer, auction houses are 

interested in pre-established collecting markets and have robust client 

contacts and infrastructure in place to market consigned material. In dealing 

with auction houses, sellers need to be aware that the infrastructure houses 

provide is factored into commissions that they extract from the realized 

price.  

 

That said, given the environment generated by the event of the auction, on 

any given day your item could realize a price that exceeds the estimate. 

Therein lies the risk.  

 

Not setting a reserve for items offered might result in pieces from your 

collection selling for less than expected. Conversely, setting a reserve too 

close to the low-end estimate for the item at a time where demand is low 

within the market can result in the lot being ‘burned’. Thus, being on record 

as being undesirable, the seller must wait until the lot ‘cools off’ before 

being reoffered. 

 

An often-unexpected outcome to consignors is the stark reality of the 

auction catalogue. All of a sudden, your item is immediately extracted from 

your perception of it and placed temporally in relation with other items, 

where it might not look as great as previously thought. Stripped of its unique 

connection to other items in one’s collection, this can come as somewhat of 

a shock. 

Institutions 

 

With adequate time and a collection with a unique ‘Idea Oriented’ bent, 

institutions can be a viable option for the sale or donation of one’s 

collection.  

 

As institutions are (by definition) made up of many actors, the development 

of a relationship between a collector and institution can take years. In 

acquiring a collection, librarians or curators evaluate collections in two 

ways. First, they are thinking in terms of appraisal value (i.e. market value), 

but also processing (i.e. staff time to catalogue). This is why it is important 

to be clear and direct with institutions upon initial contact about an offering.  
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Research which institutions have collections that relate to yours. Once 

established, do your homework as to what they already have, when they 

got it, and if they are continuing to actively acquire such material. If they 

seem active, identify the appropriate person within the institution to contact 

and have a ‘pitch’ prepared about your collection, outlining how its story 

might connect to other holdings they have. Within this correspondence, it 

will be valuable to provide the librarian or curator with as much uniformly 

detailed catalogue information about the collection as possible (as outlined 

in Part II).   

Assuming a tentative agreement of interest is established during this 

process, it may be possible to offer items for upcoming exhibitions they 

might be having (as this institution will eventually serve as the collections 

new home). Such an offer allows librarians and curators to demonstrate 

your collection’s relation to the institution’s holdings for donors and 

administration.  

 

As it is a process, be sure that understandings between the institution and 

yourself are maintained when new personnel assume positions held by 

people you had a pre-existing relationship with. Getting confirmations and 

agreements in writing can help with this step.  

 

As most special collections have either a) considerable holdings from past 

donors related to well-established collecting fields or b) do not have the 

funds to participate in the open market to acquire ‘high point’ material, the 

focus of special collections has gone in a decidedly more eclectic, ‘Idea 

Oriented’, direction. This also reflects overall transitions of Humanities from 

defined departments to interdisciplinary research. This being the case, 

consider looking further afield to institutions nationally and internationally. 

Finally, once the collection is housed within special collections, your 

collection is now in the orbit of other objects and ideas. 

 

Inheritance 

The decision to bequeath one’s collection to family or friends can be 

rewarding. However, it is also the most complex. It assures that the 

collection will remain intact following your absence, however this is subject 

to change. The benefactor might have their own intentions and perceptions 

toward the collection. Assume nothing. This is something to come to terms 

with in deciding to go this route. Do as much as you can to convey the story 

of the collection to the benefactor and catalogue the collection in advance 
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of your absence. For those who remain, your collection is more than items; 

you are woven in. As a result, handling the collection can (quite literally) 

prove difficult, as high order analytical considerations that come with de-

accessioning are nearly impossible in your absence. Make as many of 

these qualitative decisions as possible. You cannot assume that they will be 

in a position to do so or that they will simply understand the logic of the 

collection as you did. 

 

Open up to those close to you about your collections, while also alluding to 

the collection’s relation to the outside world. If you choose to talk to them 

about the value of your collection, be realistic. The passing of the person 

impacts relatives’ or friends’ perceived value of the collection. It becomes 

much more than what the market wants, or what an appraiser has it as, 

because it was yours. Protect them from this line of thinking, keep good 

records, catalogue comparable prices of similar items from your collection.  

 

Questions for contemplation 

 

As you read this article it may be of value to you if your consider a number 

of questions about your collection: 

1.  Do you currently know which dealers are likely to give you the 

highest price for your collection(s) or some of the objects in them? 

 

2.  Do you currently know which auction houses are likely to give you 

the highest price for your collection(s) or some of the objects in 

them? 

 

3.  Do you currently know which institutions have the ability and 

willingness to take on the ongoing care of your collection(s) or some 

of the objects in them? 

 

4. Do you currently know which family members have the interest, 

ability and willingness to take on the ongoing care of your 

collection(s) or some of the objects in them? 

If you have answered NO to any or all of the above questions book a 

one-on-one consultation with Spencer W Stuart to discuss your 

collecting future, send him a message:  

http://spencerwstuart.ca/services/ 

 

 



On Legacy: Redistribution (2/3)  Spencer W Stuart, Collections Advisor 

 

 

 


