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CHRISTIE’S SUPPORTS NEGOTIATIONS LEADING TO  
THE ACQUISITION OF  

SIR JOSHUA REYNOLDS’ PORTRAIT OF MAI 
FOR THE NATIONAL PORTRAIT GALLERY AND GETTY 

 

 
 

LONDON - The National Portrait Gallery and the Getty Museum’s innovative collaboration to 
jointly acquire Joshua Reynolds’ Portrait of Mai (Omai) for £50 million, has secured one of the 
most enduring icons of British art for the Public, in negotiations closely supported by Christie’s. 
 

Sir Joshua Reynolds’ spectacular Portrait of Mai (Omai) holds a pivotal place in global art 
history, depicting the first Polynesian to visit Britain, and is widely regarded as the finest 
portrait by one of Britain’s greatest artists. Known as “Omai” in England, Mai (ca. 1753-1780) 
was a native of Raiatea, an island now part of French Polynesia, who traveled from Tahiti to 
England with Captain James Cook. He spent the years 1774-76 in London, where he was 
received by royalty and the intellectual elite, and indeed became something of a celebrity. Mai 
returned to his homeland in 1777 and died there two years later.  



 
Ruth Cornett, Senior Director of Christie’s Heritage and Taxation, said: “We are delighted to 
have played our part in these historic negotiations to secure this masterpiece for two great 
institutions in the UK and US.” 
  
John Stainton, Deputy Chairman of Old Master Pictures, said: “Reynolds’ magnificent portrait of 

the young Tahitian Mai is among the most important paintings executed in Britain in the 18th 

Century and we are proud to have been closely involved in the negotiations that have ensured 

its future on public exhibition.” 

The painting will first be exhibited at the National Portrait Gallery when it reopens on 22 June.  

Notes to Editors: 
In 2016, the first ever joint Museum acquisition was made by the Louvre and the Rijksmuseum, for the portraits of 
Maerten Soolmans and his wife Oopjen Coppit by Rembrandt van Rijn, in a sale facilitated by Christie’s. For 50 years, 
Christie’s Heritage & Taxation Advisory Service has built up extensive experience, helping negotiate transactions and 
provide creative solutions that have resulted in over 10,000 objects of importance being acquired by public 
museums, galleries or institutions, including private treaty sales or in lieu of inheritance tax or other death duties.   
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About Christie’s 

• Founded in 1766, Christie’s is a world-leading art and luxury business. Renowned and trusted for its expert live and online auctions, as well as 
its bespoke private sales, Christie’s offers a full portfolio of global services to its clients, including art appraisal, art financing, international real 
estate and education. Christie’s has a physical presence in 46 countries, throughout the Americas, Europe, Middle East, and Asia Pacific, with 
flagship international sales hubs in New York, London, Hong Kong, Paris and Geneva. It also is the only international auction house authorized 
to hold sales in mainland China (Shanghai). 

• Christie’s auctions span more than 80 art and luxury categories, at price points ranging from $200 to over $100 million. Christie’s has sold 8 of 
the 10 most important single-owner collections in history, including the Paul G. Allen Collection—the most valuable collection ever offered at 
auction (November 2022). In recent years, Christie’s also achieved the world record price for an artwork at auction (Leonardo da 
Vinci’s Salvator Mundi, 2017), for a 20th century artwork (Andy Warhol’s Shot Sage Blue Marilyn, 2022) and for a work by a living artist 
(Jeff Koons’ Rabbit, 2019). Christie’s Private Sales offers a seamless service for buying and selling art, jewellery and watches outside of the 
auction calendar, working exclusively with Christie’s specialists at a client’s individual pace. 

• Following the groundbreaking 2021 sale of the first digital art NFT ever offered by a global auction house (Beeple’s Everydays), Christie’s 
recently launched the first fully on-chain auction platform dedicated to exceptional NFT art. As an industry leader in digital innovation, 
Christie’s also continues to pioneer new technologies that are redefining the business of art, including the use of hologram technology to tour 
life-size 3D objects around the world, and the creation of viewing and bidding experiences that integrate augmented reality, global 
livestreaming, buy-now channels, and hybrid sales formats. 

• Christie’s is dedicated to advancing responsible culture throughout its business and communities worldwide, including achieving sustainability 
by reducing our carbon emissions by 50% and pledging to be net zero by 2030, and actively using its platform in the art world to amplify under-
represented voices and support positive change.  

• Browse, bid, discover, and join us for the best of art and luxury at: www.christies.com or by downloading Christie’s apps. 
* Please note when quoting estimates above that other fees will apply in addition to the hammer price - see Section D of the Conditions of Sale 
at the back of the sale catalogue. 
*Estimates do not include buyer’s premium. Sales totals are hammer price plus buyer’s premium. 
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