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The philosophy of Chairman Bernard De Leye

With 36 years experience of the antiques market, Bernard De Leye can rightly be described as an expert, but he is also a man of passion. He has an obsession with things of the past coupled with a sense of nostalgia and a silversmith’s eye for minute detail. A man of discipline, he continues to hone his skills while browsing at antiques fairs.
Speaking of which, Mr De Leye will be present at the 57th Brussels Antiques & Fine Arts Fair, when he will deliver the welcoming address.
A trade fair for professionals

One of the corollary effects of the economic crisis of recent years has been the demise of many operators in the trade who can be described as amateurs. In the words of Bernard De Leye: “This is a business that needs to be studied and learned over time and there is a big difference between those who are genuine professionals and those who are not. We see evidence of this all the time in public auction rooms. Finding and bidding successfully for that precious, rare object takes patience, skill and a bit of networking, and success is measured by sheer determination. That’s why we maintain contact with museums. They give us the expertise we need, and for our part we feel that we also make our contribution.”

Something special for the year 2012?

“In 2012 we will be joined by the King Baudouin Foundation, which at the same time will be celebrating the 25th anniversary of its Heritage Fund. This is a great opportunity. I love the foundation; it’s the only foundation in Belgium that buys works of art and then exhibits them in museums. The King Baudouin Foundation works on the principle that important artefacts should remain part of the national heritage. The foundation itself occupies no less than 400 square metres. It’s a wonderful display that enhances the beauty of these exhibits. This is also tremendous for BRAFA, because the King Baudouin Foundation is the vital link between the trade fair and the museums. And last but not least, since the trade fair took up residence at the Tour & Taxis site, a number of private collectors have purchased artefacts and then donated them to the Foundation.”
How can Brafa maintain its level of quality or offer even higher quality?

“I for one strive to ensure that the level of quality is at least maintained and if possible improved in relation to previous years. I sometimes get criticised by dealers who feel somewhat left out. For one thing, I have always tried to improve on quality by internationalising BRAFA. There are a number of major antiques dealers in Belgium, but every year we aim to widen our appeal, in fact to attract no fewer than 125 international-level galleries. Foreign dealers give this fair tremendous variety which would otherwise be lacking, and the collectors and visitors are the first to benefit. I visit trade fairs in other countries and at the same time discover new exhibitors. Like every other sector, the antiques trade cannot escape globalisation, and this is something we have to live with if we are to survive. The selection process is a painstaking task - unpaid - and it takes up half of my time. We have to refuse dealers if they don’t quite come up to scratch. Our experts are very demanding in this regard, leaving nothing to chance. After all, our reputation is at stake.”
A lot of variety but not too much modern art...
“To be honest, I think we have placed the bar very high. When we look at other comparable trade fairs, what we see is that we have some important examples of tribal arts, and it is thanks to Bernard Dulon that I very recently fell in love with this art form from another world. Archaeology is also one of our strong points. We have about 10 booksellers. Of course, altogether they have one single exhibiting area, but what tremendous treasures they have to offer! Then there are comic strips, which is something unique to our fair. And because European porcelain dealers are going through a rather bad patch, in order not to lose this important segment of the market I suggested that they join forces and exhibit together. As for modern art, admittedly the market has changed considerably in this regard, but I’m anxious not to go too far because I still believe that BRAFA is first and foremost an antiques fair! Maybe I’m a bit old-fashioned! However, I haven’t ruled anything out! After all, almost half of BRAFA’s exhibits are from the 20th century.”
All in all a happy Chairman

For 12 years Bernard De Leye has been helping develop an event that he initially became involved in as an administrator. After serving as vice-chairman, three years ago he became chairman. That’s a lot of work. At each stage in his career, Mr De Leye has shown himself to be a man of passion. At the same time, he is level-headed enough to assess the positive and negative aspects of this experience: “On the positive side, we have proved that Brussels has its place on the international scene. We’ve made it! On the other hand, we should have done this sooner! Also, it must be said that beautiful artefacts are increasingly thin on the ground, while the market has become increasingly open-ended and wide-ranging. And new buyers are emerging in China, India and Brazil, whereas in the past the only really competitive dealers came from Europe and the United States. In addition, thanks to the Internet everything goes so fast: large collections can quickly be put together, but they can be disposed of just as rapidly. And once artefacts reach museums, they never leave. I sometimes hear collectors say: “Our children don’t want all that stuff!” But once the collectors have gone, it seldom happens that the children actually decide to sell off the inheritance. I think that it is only at that point that they realise the value of what they have inherited. They can sell it, fine, but what would they get in its place? And of course, the euro crisis is not unconnected with this sense of insecurity that seems to hold them back.”
A bit of nostalgia?

More than anyone else, Bernard De Leye knows what this means: “This is a great profession. Every day is different, and every day is exciting. However, it’s a delicate business that requires increasingly specialised knowledge. In today’s world, people take things for granted. Too often money comes before passion and quality. To my mind, the real definition of an antiques dealer is someone who knows how to treat fine artefacts! We must maintain this sense of passion. When people come to the fair, they can watch and learn... We put our very heart and soul into this for our visitors. What more can we offer them?”
With a philosophy like that, we can definitely say that BRAFA is in good hands...
Roger Pierre Turine

