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"Lost" William Merritt Chase, Found
in California, Brings $103,500
by Jeanne Schinto
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00

Kaminski Auctions, Beverly,
Massachusetts
by Jeanne Schinto
Photos courtesy Kaminski
Auctioneer Frank Kaminski,
whose business is based in
Beverly, Massachusetts, and La
Jolla, California, brought back
from the West Coast to the East
Coast a rediscovered painting by
William Merritt Chase, an
American Impressionist and
teacher of many other artists,
including Marsden Hartley and
Georgia O'Keede. The highlight
of Kaminski's May 19 auction
in Beverly, A Spanish Dancer,
sold to a Connecticut dealer
bidding by phone for $103,500
(includes buyer's premium). It
was estimated at
$30,000/40,000.
"I was called to a home in the
desert, Rancho Mirage, to look
at an Asian collection,"
Kaminski recalled. "I saw that,
then they said, 'Let me show
you the paintings in our
bedroom.' They were stacked
up alongside the bed, not
hanging. There were English
and Dutch ones, then I saw this
one. I thought at frst glance it
was a John Singer Sargent."
The consignors were
descendants of F.A. Lawlor of
New York City. "He was a big
collector of works by Chase,"
said D. Frederick Baker, director
of the Pisano/Chase Catalogue
Raisonné Project, who was
asked by the auction house to
authenticate the painting and
declared it to be "absolutely
correct." He added, "It's rare to
fnd a new one and very, very
rare to fnd one that has been in
the same family for more than a
hundred years."
Chase is thought to have
painted it or been inspired to
paint it during a trip he took to
Madrid in the summer of 1896.
On April 17, 1897, a review of a
Chase exhibit in the New York
Times mentions the painting by
name and describes it to a T. "It
was a lost painting to us," Baker
said. "But we had that very
detailed description," which
states in part, "Particularly
edective is the color note of red
in the neck handkerchief, the
iowers in the hair, and a iower
that has fallen into the lap."
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Asked about the price it
realized, Baker said that one of
Chase's Shinnecock Hills
landscapes would go for much
more. "That's what he's best known for." Indeed, on the same day as the
Kaminski sale, Chase's The Old Sand Road sold for $1,202,500 at
Sotheby's in New York City.
Kaminski has looked at two other Chases in California. "I'll have to work
on bringing those back," he said. Baker, for his part, is anticipatory, but
cautious, characterizing Chase as "one of the most faked artists of his
generation."
Why? "The simplest explanation is that he taught all his life. Sometimes
one of his students would have a good day. And starting in the early
twentieth century, pictures would be popping up with his signature on
them that were not by him. The canvas would be of the period; the
paints would be of the period. He would instruct the students what
colors to use and so on. To a connoisseur, it's easy to tell. The students'
works don't have the sureness of touch."
The Chase was sold as part of Kaminski's fne art sale, which also odered
an array of works from the 18th century (a Thomas Gainsborough) to
the contemporary (three works by local artist Richard Sheehan).
Three days later, Kaminski had an estates sale. The highlight of that May
22 auction was supposed to have been an Aaron Willard tall-case clock.
Estimated at $40,000/60,000, it was fresh to the market, as was the
Chase, but did not sell. Kaminski said he had appraised it in Peabody,
Massachusetts, fve or six years ago for $35,000. His cataloger was
working from that number. But in the years since that appraisal was
done, clock prices have dropped except for the great examples, which this
clock was not.
"My feeling is that it is a rather plain-Jane," said Kaminski, "made for the
middle-class tier of buyers at the time." He thinks if it had been estimated
at $15,000/25,000, it would have sold.
The estates sale otherwise odered a wide assortment of furniture and
decorative arts from all periods. One piece that caught phone bidders'
interest was a carved wooden bowl inscribed "Ms. Eliza Smith Nantucket
1856." Prophetic in its use of the "Ms." title, it sold for $1380 (est.
$1500/2500). A 19th-century telescope sold for $1955 (est. $1000/1500)
to a phone bidder with an international calling code; it was underbid by
collector Kenneth Launie in the room. (For more information, see the
sidebar.)
To those who follow the metals market, it's not surprising that about half
the top 80 lots of the nearly 500-lot estate sale were made of silver, most
undoubtedly headed for the melters. One can only hope that the pair of
Georg Jensen compotes, which sold to the Internet for $5462.50, was
spared. Kaminski said he hopes the same, "but it's getting pretty bad."
The silver-melters are making money, he acknowledged, "but it's not
good for the world of aesthetics."
Overall, these are challenging times to be an auctioneer, Kaminski said.
To meet those challenges, he will continue to "treasure-hunt" in
California. He's also going to begin odering his gallery audiences free
refreshments. Nothing is free, of course. Another change he's
implementing is a higher buyer's premium, 18%. Internet bidders will be
paying slightly more.
For more information, phone (978) 927-2223 or see the Web site
(www.kaminskiauctions.com).
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A 19th-century telescope, 43"
long, on a brass stand with a
mahogany case, was cataloged by
Kaminski as having been made by
G. Hutchinson of Edinburgh. It
sold for $1955 (est. $1000/1500). After the sale, we had an e-mail
exchange with underbidder Kenneth Launie, president of the Antique
Telescope Society, a well-known collector and expert on antique
telescopes, and a collector of rare astronomy books and ephemera.
He wrote: "Actually, the telescope was made by Dollond in London and
likely retailed (or repaired at some point) by Hutchinson. The tailpiece
was signed 'Dollond,' a very successful and reputable frm responsible for
a large number of telescopes over a long period of time. The frm claims
to have made the frst achromatic lenses, although there is an ongoing
dispute about that. They were awarded a patent on the design, which
allowed them to dominate the market, and also resulted in many copycat
telescopes labeled Dolland with an 'a,' to confuse the unwary and allow
those makers to try avoiding prosecution. Parts of the Dollond frm still
exist in the U.K. as Dollond & Aitchison, eyeglass makers and retailers,
although a recent merger with Boots Opticians is causing the Dollond
name to disappear."
The tapered wood tube telescope at Kaminski was very similar to another
Dollond telescope that Launie owns. His has the same aperture lens but a
straight brass tube and a fancier mount. Nonetheless, he liked the idea of
owning both. "But having recently lowered my bank account by buying a
very nice and to my mind more signifcant telescope—by R.B. Tolles, a
19th-century Boston maker best known for his world-renowned
microscopes—I felt I could adord to get the one at Kaminski only at a
very good price. The buyer got it for a good price."
Launie added, "Given the Internet exposure, I was a little surprised that
there were only two of us actively after it, although many are wary of
trying to buy telescopes they have seen only in photos. It's hard to detect
replaced optics or other parts without careful, in-person inspection, and
few auctioneers are able to look that closely at everything. So there are
still advantages to attending a sale in person, although not as many as
there used to be. And no auction is remote anymore! You never know
who is paying attention from almost anywhere."
At this sale, the phone bid takers were overheard saying the buyer's
phone calling code was either "Canada" or "Dubai."
Originally published in the August 2011 issue of Maine Antique Digest.
(c) 2011 Maine Antique Digest
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