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Early morning, Stockholm. Paul McCabe is impatiently pacing back and forth on a street corner on
Östermalm. His mobile phone is pressed against one ear, his hand against the other. He is leaning
forward, restless. He places the telephone between his ear and shoulder, pushes his wristwatch up
with a jerk and jumps into the car that will take him from the apartment to the gallery.
“ I often need to visit several places to complete a deal, he says. Once I flew from Stockholm to
Geneva in the morning, drove to the Swiss Alps to look a Picasso painting and then drove directly to
Milan for a private art showing. The quickest way to get down to Italy was by taxi. From there I flew to
New York for a Jean-Michel Basquiat exhibition and then immediately returned to Stockholm.”
All of this is just another day in the life of an international art dealer. With artists ranging from Damien
Hirst and Andy Warhol to Jeff Koons and Pablo Picasso, Paul McCabe is one of the most established
art buyers in the world. He currently has the Robert Mapplethorpe: Icon exhibition at his gallery in
Stockholm. The collection includes portraits, landscapes and still lifes. The iconic New York artist –
who was as delicate as he was decadent – depicted bodies and the plant kingdom with the same
precision.
“He had a hedonistic side, at the same time that he was very elegant and warm,” says Paul McCabe.
Regardless of whether he was photographing a lily or a penis, his work is incredibly well done. His art
is both challenging and beautiful.”
Paul McCabe looks like a man who has spent his entire adult life in art galleries around the world:
well-groomed mane of hair, tailored padded vest, brushed suede shoes and starched shirt perfectly
unbuttoned above the third button. He explains his role as an art buyer and art gallery owner as he
leans back in the gallery’s leather couch with crossed legs and a cup of coffee between his thumb and
index finger.
“For my clients, it is a matter of having the time to stand in front of a work of art. Seeing a picture in a
book and standing in front of it are two entirely different things. People live under so much stress that
many of them today experience a work of art as a JPEG image on an iPhone. To a large degree my
job involves sorting out the art they don’t need to see and introducing them to works of art that are
worth their time.
One challenge is to get the client to feel relaxed and present in front of the work of art when they visit
the gallery.
“It is a matter of making them feel comfortable They are often nervous and worried about not
understanding or being in control. So I need to get them to relax. I tell them about the work of art in an
unpretentious way and do away with all pretension in relation to art. I try to explain what we are
actually looking at.”
The art world has a tendency to gravitate towards pretentiousness.
“Pretentiousness has always been a part of the art scene. There is definitely a culture that encourages
this. However, I believe this applies to a great deal in life – people want to protect that which they find
valuable and try to make it seem more complicated than it actually is. Pretentiousness is a defence
mechanism. That said, though, I would rather have an interesting conversation with a pretentious
person who believes that he or she is fantastic than be bored.”
Paul McCabe believes the art scene has a different character for already established players.
“Art dealers and artists who are already successful and truly talented are not pretentious. They are
comfortable and know what they are doing. They do not need to make the other person feel inferior.”
Paul McCabe was born in South Africa. His father was a ballet dancer who re-educated himself to
become a business man. His mother worked in the dramatic arts. He became interested in the art
world as a child. He studied design and economics, and then combined that knowledge to form his
role as an art dealer. At age 24 he moved to Miami and established himself in the city’s art scene. He

met his wife – Swedish actress Jenny Ulving – in the Hamptons, and the couple moved to New York in
2005. They moved to Sweden in 2013, where he now works, with Stockholm as his base for the entire
world.
“I often receive late messages regarding works of art that must be sold immediately. I was offered the
opportunity to sell a specific Andy Warhol that I had been looking for, and it needed to be done with 24
hours. The seller needed to free up funds within 24 hours for another transaction. I was in Stockholm,
the picture was in New York, the seller was in Europe and the buyer was on the west coast in the U.S.
I stayed awake for 24 hours, answered all of the questions and closed the deal. This is what it is like
all the time.”
Today he works with works of art worth millions. The catalogue includes everything from Richard
Prince and Jean-Michel Basquiat to Lucio Fontana and Christopher Wool. He has found bargains in
the most unexpected places.
“You would be surprised what people have in their homes. Once I found a picture at a ski resort,
hidden away in a small room behind a gallery. I walked in right off the slopes wearing my ski attire, ski
boots and all. A stolen Max Ernst picture that belonged to one of my clients was hanging there. After a
great deal of work and many lawyers, they got the picture back and I later sold it for them.”
He says that he sometimes gets emotionally attached to the works of art.
“I can get personally attached to a picture, which means letting it go can be sad. I had a Rudolf Stingel
painting that was very painful to sell. As an art advisor, I can’t get seduced by the art.”
Do you ever keep them yourself?
“Absolutely. Sometimes I sigh and think, “This would be so beautiful in my lounge.” Working as an art
dealer means I often see trends before buyers, so sometimes I keep works of art simply because it
takes too much effort to sell them to people who have not yet discovered the artist. But like a wellknown art dealer once said: it is the works of art that you cannot sell that will save you in the end.”
What has been your greatest mistake?
“I sold a Rudolf Stingel painting for 27,000 dollars. It is now worth over 4 million dollars.
What is an art dealer’s most important talent: good taste or social skills?
“I sometimes wonder! Ha ha. There are so many inferior art dealers who are extremely social. I
believe, however, that good taste is most important for long-term success.”
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