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Boston International Fine Art Show:
The Contemporary Dealers Ran

Away with It
by Jeanne Schinto

 

Boston, Massachusetts

by Jeanne Schinto

The big story to come out of the
14th annual Boston
International Fine Art Show
(BIFAS) is that, in the words of
one traditional-art dealer, "The
contemporary-art dealers ran
away with it this time." Some
traditional-art dealers did sell at
the show, which took place
November 18-21, 2010, at the
Cyclorama in the city's South
End, but not in the gangbusters
way that they sold in 2009.

"This year the emphasis did shift
to the more contemporary art,"
said promoter Tony Fusco of
Fusco & Four/Ventures,
naming several galleries that had
done very well. "Principle
Gallery [of Alexandria, Virginia]
sold eight paintings. Arcadia
Fine Arts [of New York City]
sold four at the show and one
later. Fraser Gallery [of
Bethesda, Maryland] was just
dancing out the door with the
number of pieces they sold."

Asked if that was a fair
description of her reaction to
her results, Fraser Gallery's
Catriona Fraser said,
"Absolutely." This was Fraser's
second time at the venue. She'd
had weak sales the Zrst year, but
encouraged by the number of
positive responses she'd received
and by her fellow dealers, she
tried it again. "I have to say the
dealers at that fair are the nicest
group, and they all said people
in Boston tend to think about
their purchases more carefully
than they do elsewhere," she
recounted. "They like to see you
a couple of times before they
will buy. So I gave it another
go."

She brought approximately the
same group of artists. She sold
nothing at the Thursday gala,
which beneZted the Boston
Symphony Orchestra, and
nothing on Friday either. On
Saturday she sold a couple of
pieces. "Then on Sunday, it was
nonstop. I didn't stop selling all
day. I didn't eat. I barely left my
booth." By the end of the
weekend, she had sold just over
$20,000 worth of work.

"So what they said about
Bostonians? It was true," remarked the dealer, whose works are mostly
priced in the $3000 to $5000 range. "People who had seen me last year
did come back and bought. And I can only imagine it's going to get
better once the economy improves." She added, "It's a very, very well-run
show. I can't say enough good things about the promoters, Tony and
Bob. They provide a wonderful platform for presenting a good mix of
work. It's all very professional."

As usual, BIFAS's 40 exhibitors represented a fairly even mix of
contemporary and traditional galleries, with the former's prices generally
lower than those of the latter. The a]ordability factor, however, may
only partially account for the trend. First-time exhibitor Schantz
Galleries, Stockbridge, Massachusetts, which displayed a booth full of
glassworks by Dale Chihuly (b. 1941), sold two pieces, one for $24,000.

The rumor was that Eckert Fine Art, Kent, Connecticut, sold a painting
for Zve Zgures to the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston (MFA). Actually, the
gallery's 44" x 36½" painting of shelves in oil on board by Eric Forstmann
(b. 1962), It's Really All About Me, was commissioned by an MFA
trustee, whose collection is promised to the museum. It was exhibited at
the show before delivery.

In the past, traditional-art dealers at this show have sold to the MFA. For
example, in 2008 Boston's Martha Richardson Fine Art sold the museum
a pair of 1935 works by Maud Earl (1864-1943). Priced at $22,500, they
were oils with mixed media on board. One is currently on display. There
has been no word of any MFA sales this time by the traditional-art
dealers, although Arcadia sold a 2010 still life by British artist Paul
Raymond Seaton to an MFA curator for his personal collection.

Fusco said he thought people in 2009 were looking for art investments,
which invariably means the high-end name brands. "The stock market
was really down [in 2009], and people were coming to the show saying,
'Well, what am I going to do? Send this twenty thousand dollars to my
broker?' People were investing in something more tangible. This year,
stocks were better, and that didn't necessarily happen."

Je]rey Cooley of Old Lyme, Connecticut, who exhibited mostly
traditional art along with a few contemporary pieces, recalled that "a lot
of people were pumped up about the show last year. It felt good." It did
not feel as good this time, he said. "After Saturday, which was full of
good conversations, I went into Sunday thinking it was going to be a
good day, and I had several colleagues feeling the same way, and it wasn't.
The be-backs didn't come back ready to buy." The dealer, who sold two
paintings, added, "Boston is always tough, no matter how good or bad
the market is. I do get the impression a reasonable number of dealers did
some business. That's encouraging."

As time goes on, post-show sales may alter this story's theme.
"Contemporary may have won the Zrst round, but in the follow-up,
traditional seems to be holding its own," Fusco said a few days after he
made his initial remarks. William Vareika of Newport, Rhode Island,
who brought paintings priced as high as $3.5 million, is a case in point.
"Great show. Great crowds throughout the entire run," he wrote me ten
days after the show closed. "Met new people serious about American art.
Sold three artworks since home in Newport to people I met at the show!"

Donna Heinley of Boston, who specializes in Barbizon and other 19th-
century French paintings, was another dealer with good prospects. When
we spoke, two of her paintings were going out on approval. One of them
was a fall landscape by Henri-Joseph Harpignies (1819-1916), o]ered at
$38,000. "It is possibly going to the Alva de Mars Megan Chapel Art
Center at St. Anselm College in Manchester, New Hampshire," Heinley
said.

The other was a landscape with mother and child by Eugène Antoine
Lavieille (1820-1889). As Heinley described it, "The mother is feeding
the child on the grass. There is another little boy in the background with
a hand-carved wooden Oute, and a house in the background." That
painting was on reserve, being taken out to a client's home, said Heinley,
who had it priced at $68,000.

"Those are the two that I think are sold," said Heinley, who believes
Bostonians still love landscapes. "There's a long tradition here in Boston,
going back to the nineteenth century, of collecting French landscapes,
speciZcally Barbizon. Bostonians were the Zrst to collect Barbizon
works." She mentioned a show she curated in 1994 at Boston's Vose
Galleries, which was the Zrst to promote the art of the French Barbizon
in America. "And I think it still has a place in the people's hearts here in
Boston."

No matter what their results, many dealers remarked on the overall
strength of the gate. Up 500 from 2009, the total for the four days,
including the gala, was approximately 3500, according to Fusco's
numbers. Some credit for the bump should go to Fusco & Four's
intensive local-museum networking. A number of directors and curators
have always been closely linked to this show via its honorary committee.
This time the list included Brian T. Allen (Addison Gallery of Art,
Andover, Massachusetts); Malcolm Rogers, Elliot Bostwick Davis, Erica
Hirshler, and George T.M. Shackelford, (MFA); David Dearinger
(Boston Athenaeum); Thomas Lentz (Harvard Art Museums); and
James A. Welu (Worcester Museum of Art).

The promoters, however, went a step further with their museum
contacts this time. "We asked the museums to invite their folks and got a
great response," said Fusco. The Addison, for example, e-mailed to its list
a coupon good for a free entry to the show, and MFA members who
showed their membership card got $5 o] admission.

By happy accident, the show fell on the same weekend that the MFA
opened its new Art of the Americas wing to its members. That created a
serendipitous spillover e]ect. Meanwhile, BIFAS's reputation as a
weekend destination all by itself continues to grow, as it's not only a
marketplace but also o]ers programs.

On Saturday afternoon, American Art Collector magazine editor Joshua
Rose spoke about "Collecting Contemporary Realism." (Peter Trippi,
editor of Fine Art Connoisseur, was scheduled to speak on selected 19th-
and early 20-century paintings in the show, but a travel snafu in Rome
kept him away. Again, it just wasn't a good-luck year for traditional art.)
On Friday evening, a panel of interior designers discussed "Art in Your
Home."

Some dealers have the impression that the programs may be more
popular among those who have less to spend, but the designers' panel
discussion worked well as an interlude for a new client of Marine Arts
Gallery, Salem, Massachusetts. According to the gallery's Peter Kiernan, a
couple came into the booth and noticed Zrst the new book about Frank
Vining Smith on display, Frank Vining Smith: Maritime Painting in the
20th Century by James Craig. Only after that did they notice a Smith
painting on the wall. "They live in the artist's house on Cape Cod. He
painted on the wood paneling, but it was cut out, sold, and gone, before
they bought the house. They looked at the painting, went to the
designers' talk, came back. We negotiated. They bought it, then the
woman of the couple hugged me and cried."

Kiernan said the gallery also sold a painting by William Stubbs (1842-
1909) to an established client and has a hold on a big deck scene by
Canadian artist Jack Lorimer Gray (1927-1981). Expecting follow-up on
other pieces too, Kiernan added, "So far the show has been great."

For more information, phone (617) 363-0405 or see the Web site
(www.FineArtBoston.com).
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