
How to Sell Luxe Furniture,
Fashion, and Art on the Web

When Benchmark Capital invested in the online luxury marketplace
1stdibs.com in 2011 and asked tech entrepreneur David Rosenblatt if
he wanted to help out in some way, the first person Rosenblatt called
was the interior designer he and his wife were using to gut renovate a
combined New York apartment.

Clayton Peshlakai, "Salmon and the Raven," 2018; Missiaglia diamond and sapphire
clip-on earrings; early 18th Century Italian or Flemish walnut high back wing settee or
sofa; Discus Vine six-lamp light in brass with satin finish by Jamie Gray' and Daniel
Ridgway Knight, "The Island." ILLUSTRATION: COURTESY 1STDIBS
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Rosenblatt, who founded DoubleClick, an internet advertising-
services company, and is now the CEO of 1stdibs, asked the designer 
if he had heard of the company. The designer’s response: “Have I 
heard of this company? Half your project was sourced by this 
company.

Today, 1stdibs has built on that reputation and the idea of connecting 
more buyers and sellers, to build a business selling a broader array of 
high-end products, from antique and vintage furniture to, within the 
last two years, contemporary material as well. 1stdibs also continues 
to expand into other luxe lines, like clothing, handbags, high-end 
jewelry, and original art from about 600 art galleries.

The firm doesn’t have many competitors offering the same breadth of 
top-end material, both new and vintage, although Sotheby’s is 
appearing to dip their toe into the sector with its purchase earlier this 
year of the five-year-old online antique-and-vintage furniture
retailer Viyet.

Originally, 1stdibs customers contacted dealers directly to buy an item 
on the website, but, under Rosenblatt, the company added a “buy” 
button, turning it into a true e-commerce destination.

Books may not be on the menu now, or ever, but the company is 
otherwise doing its best to become an Amazon for the luxury market. 
Want a 1972 Hermes Burgundy Crocodile Birkin bag (US$160,000) or 
a William III Baroque Carved Giltwood Settee (US$199,231)? Both 
are just a click away.

Not all items are that lofty, but the average price of a 1stdibs order 
has risen 25% to US$2,750 since the “buy” button went into effect, 
Rosenblatt says. Also, the number of buy orders above US$10,000 
has risen from a handful a couple years ago to more than 15 orders a 
day this year.

The sales show “the consumer’s growing comfort with buying 
expensive things online,” Rosenblatt says.
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1stdibs initially sought to grow its e-commerce business among
consumers, but about two-and-a-half years ago it introduced a “trade”
program tailored to the needs of interior designers that’s now 30% of
sales, he adds. Overall, in the first half of this year, the company’s
gross merchandise volume (a measure of online sales) was more
than US$120 million, up 25% from a year ago.

New York interior designer Phillip Thomas believed that 1stdibs,
originally founded by tech and design entrepreneur Michael Bruno,
had turned too “corporate” in the years after it was sold, but he’s
happy with recent changes. For instance, he now has a point-of-
contact who can handle any number of issues, from reimbursing him
for the cost of restoring a table damaged in shipping to expediting the
shipping of a bronze side-table from Paris to Dublin, Ireland.

“They understood the urgency and they were able to find the
appropriate shippers that supplied me with the costs to make sure it
was worth that added investment to get the piece shipped in an
expedited manner,” Thomas says. “It’s really important to me to know
if I have an issue I can call upon someone.”

Also a plus is the fact 1stdibs vets their dealers—there are about
4,000 on the site today—and makes sure they accurately represent
items for sale. That security, and the fact he can source items
globally, means “there’s no longer that restraint of having to look
within your particular city,” Thomas says. “It’s an amazing thing.”

As a result, Thomas says he turned to 1stdibs for more than 15 items
totaling more than US$50,000 over the last six months for a project
he’s finishing up in a home that was gut-renovated on the coast of
Dublin Bay.

One way 1stdibs hopes to drive its business further is via the addition
of more contemporary furniture and design through a section it calls
“New & Custom.” The category has more than doubled in size since it



was launched in November 2016, with more than 700 dealers and
30,000 objects, 1stdibs says.

The section includes contemporary furniture and objects made by
artisans from Brooklyn, New York, to East Bay in the U.K., and as well
items from brands like Artek, a Finish furniture maker, and Maharam,
the North American textile manufacturer.

1stdibs is unlikely to ever sell online groceries, but similar to Amazon,
Rosenblatt says it succeeds because it’s a two-sided marketplace
that becomes more valuable to both buyers and sellers as more of
both participate. But much of the power, of course, is with buyers who
can easily click over to a competitor, he says.

Rosenblatt says he became interested in furniture and design when
he became the customer. Today, it’s the “basis of my perspective
commercially on what we need to do.”


