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Beautiful Portrait and Brainy Clock
Sell Best
by Jeanne Schinto
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Skinner, Inc., Boston, Massachusetts
by Jeanne Schinto
There were several wild cards at the latest Skinner Americana sale in
Boston on Sunday, June 3, but the cover lot, a breathtakingly beautiful
portrait of a young woman attributed to Ammi Phillips, was not one of
them. The oil on canvas laid down on masonite from the latter part of
the folk artist's Kent period, 1829-38, had attracted so much presale
interest that the eventual price of $314,000, more than Ove times the high
estimate, seemed like a promise fulOlled. (Prices include the buyer's
premium; estimates do not.)
Stephen L. Fletcher, auctioneer and head of Skinner's Americana
department, said the buyer on the phone was a dealer. The underbidder
was dealer Joan Brownstein of Newbury, Massachusetts, who was in the
room.
By the time the preview had closed earlier that morning, another choice
item—a high-precision clock—was undoubtedly destined for these
highlights. Robert C. Cheney, Skinner's one-man horology department,
said all phone lines were subscribed for what became the sale's second to
top-priced lot, an E. Howard & Co. No. 36 wall regulator. Made in
Boston circa 1889 and designed to be accurate within seconds a week or
even seconds a month, according to Cheney, the nearly 7' tall timekeeper
fetched a phenomenal $143,500 (est. $20,000/ 30,000).
Cheney, who said the successful phone bidder was a private collector,
told us he knew beforehand that bidding would be "a horse race," but
could recall no other Howard of any kind ever having brought that
much. (The Howard that sold at Sotheby's Onal (sixth) session of its
Time Museum sale in New York City, October 13-15, 2004, brought
$120,000.) In excellent condition, the clock at Skinner was fresh to the
market from a family in Worcester County, Massachusetts, said Cheney,
a third-generation clockmaker, whose grandfather, Clarence, and father,
Bradford, had cared for the clock starting as far back as the 1930's.
Cheney himself had sold to the consignor, almost 30 years ago, another
clock that bidders recognized as extraordinary: a miniature (30½" x 13¾")
wooden-works pillar and scroll shelf clock, produced by Erastus Hodges
in Torrington, Connecticut, 1825-30. Part of the estate of Wallis H.
Darnley of Douglas, Massachusetts, it sold in the room to Joseph Arvay
of New Jersey and Nantucket for $15,275.
"I collect miniature wooden-works clocks," said Arvay, "and they rarely
have any of the original reverse-painted glass. This one has remnants, and
its surface is to die for; most of them are reOnished." Arvay explained that
while these are signed Hodges, Norris North, in business with his
brother, Ethel North, designed the form. When Hodges, an
entrepreneur, pulled them out of bankruptcy, his label went on the
clocks. "So it's really a Norris North product," said Arvay.
Another Wallis Darnley consignment to this 682-lot sale, which was 84%
sold and grossed $2,476,939, was a center of attention at previews, but
no one could conOdently say what it might bring. It was a 10½" tall
redware covered jar, cataloged as probably Bristol County,
Massachusetts, from the late 18th or early 19th century, with a green
copper oxide glaze. That color made it look like a giant emerald. Few
could resist the urge to touch it.
Stephen Fletcher said that Darnley, a discerning collector, one-time
curator at the Worcester Historical Museum, and well-loved
schoolteacher, often treasure hunted in the central Massachusetts area,
and that the jar was said by Darnley to have come from a house where
there had once been an apothecary. Estimated at $4000/6000, it instead
inspired an opening bid from the desk of $16,000. The winning phone
bidder took it for $29,375.
Then there was the sphinx weathervane. No one ventured to guess what
it might bring, either. Vanes that feature cows, running horses, and other
farm animals are more than common, but who has ever seen a sphinx
vane? "I talked to all the weathervane big boys, and none of them had,"
said Fletcher.
Cataloged without a maker's name, it was actually manufactured in the
late 19th century by J.L. Mott Iron Works of New York and Chicago, we
discovered, thanks to a hint from M.A.D. colleague David Hewett and to
the vintage weathervane catalogs available on CD-ROM from F. Russack
Books of Danville, New Hampshire (www.booksaboutantiques.com).
Scrolling through the electronic reprint, we noted that the sphinx model
came in lengths of 4', 5', and 6'. The one omered by Skinner was the
shortest, selling when new for $75. According to Fletcher, the consignor
said it was once atop a textile manufactory in Wilbraham, Massachusetts.
The choice of an Egyptian symbol makes sense for a textile company, if
you think of Egyptian cotton. Whatever the reason for that selection, it
was a rare one, and this example had a nice weathered verdigris surface
with traces of gilt to boot. Estimated at $6000/8000, it was bought by
one of two persistent phone bidders for $76,375.
Bidders tried without luck to discover from Skinner the consignor of the
choice collection of mochaware on omer, and those in the room on the
day of the sale tried mostly in vain to buy any of it. The 29 lots were
almost without exception early 19th century and British. They brought
strong, strong prices from multiple bidders on the phones. A barrel-form
seaweed decorated jug went at the highest price, $8225 (est. $1000/1500).
The 28 other pots totaled $61,752. Even the mahogany whale-end Ovetier wall shelf, on which the collection was displayed, brought $5287.50
(est. $800/1200) from an absentee bidder.
Joe Arvay, buyer of the Hodges pillar and scroll clock, was a rarity
himself for buying several upper-end lots of any kind in person. "What
attracted me in the Orst place was the Phillips," said Arvay, who has been
attending sales at Skinner for 17 years. "I thought it was a knockout-just
fantastic." Since only one person could go home with her, he instead
bought two of the other major folk art paintings in the sale. For Portrait
of a Child Holding a Doll, attributed to Zedekiah Belknap, he paid
$31,725. For a landscape of a manor by the sea, signed and enigmatically
titled The House that Jack Built by William Matthew Prior, he paid
$24,675.
Arvay and his wife, Kathy, are astute collectors who choose each thing
carefully, to judge by his comments to us after the sale. "The Prior is
going to the Nantucket house, where there's a wall-to-ceiling mural that
we had Karen Larson [of Westminster, Vermont] paint after [Rufus]
Porter," he said. "It reminded me so much of that, and I also liked the fact
that it was signed and titled so nicely."
As for the Belknap, he said, "She's got it all—the doll, the red rose, the
miniature locket around her neck." There was also the fact that the
painting had never been cleaned or conserved. "Surface, surface, surface,"
said Arvay, who pointed out that common thread running through the
several other purchases he made, which included a roundabout chair, a
tea table, and a small paint-decorated tinware trunk.
An out-of-town collector who asked for anonymity said he had come to
the sale with his wife to buy the Phillips too. "I loved her. She had
everything—the whole nine yards," he said. "There's no question in my
mind that it's authentic. If you look at the hair, just the way he has the
hair…But we try not to chase things."
Instead, he made an unplanned purchase, Deacon Robert Peckham's
posthumous portrait of Frances Adelia Charn (1848-1851), for which
he paid $35,250 (est. $40,000/60,000). "I bought it because the price was
right," the collector said. "And her eyes were softer than the eyes of the
rest of the family."
Those other family members, including Charn's mother, Laura Ann
Adams, were depicted by Peckham in a Portrait of the Children of Oliver
Adams, estimated at $150,000/250,000, higher than any other lot in the
sale. Painted in 1831 within a few miles of Skinner's suburban gallery in
Bolton, Massachusetts, it had come directly from Adams family
descendants, who live in New Mexico. The painting features two girls in
matching yellow dresses and two boys in red, one of them sitting upright
in a cradle-the artist's own nieces and nephews. According to Skinner
expert Martha D. Hamilton, the painting is a "Rosetta Stone" that has led
to the identiOcation of other unsigned paintings by Peckham owned by
institutions.
In setting the painting's reserve, Skinner was remembering its Americana
sale on November 7, 2004, when it sold Peckham's portrait of Webster
Tucker for $182,000. The Adams children, with their stony-faced
expressions and stim little bodies, made an important cultural statement,
but their aesthetic appeal was less than immediate. Bidding opened and
closed at $100,000.
"We knew Augusta Maria Foster would bring a great price, because she's
just captivatingly beautiful," said Fletcher of the Phillips portrait. "This
[Peckham] picture is more of a connoisseur's picture-a thinking person's
piece of folk art. It also goes to show that prices for folk art continue to
be something that are not easily predicted." That's certainly true. In any
case, the picture did sell a few days later in a private negotiation between
Skinner and a collector from Texas. The price equaled that original
opening bid plus the premium, $116,000.
We'll close with a Onal wild card: from the early 20th century, a carved
wood, electrically powered automaton clock that featured 14 carved
Ogures (men, owls, a pair of winged ponies) along with a dial that spells
out "Time Is Flying." To be honest, we previewed this piece at arm's
length, thinking it a cross between tramp art and something inspired by
Rodin's The Gates of Hell. It was not a clock aOcionado's clock, but we
asked Robert Cheney about it anyway. "Here's where horology and folk
art meet," he said, "and the feature of an automaton always adds interest
to anything, as we know from our science and technology sales. This is
more fun and more folk art than clock, that's for sure." Estimated at
$2500/3500, it brought $21,150, not only an extraordinary price, but
one that positioned it as the top lot of the second half of the sale.
For more information, contact Skinner in Boston at (617) 350-5400 or in
Bolton at (978) 779-6241 or via its Web site (www.skinnerinc.com).
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