
Click here to subscribe to M.A.D.

Newbury Street, Boston, Massachusetts

Taking Stock: Five Art Galleries Adapt to a
Changing Market

by Jeanne Schinto

Just before Christmas 2006 seemed the right time to visit gallery
owners we know on Newbury Street, Boston’s art gallery row.
Each had undergone changes in the previous six months in
response to new chapters of personal history or to
transformations in the art business as a whole.

As Vose Galleries of Boston celebrated its 165th birthday on
December 14, 2006, ownership was expected to pass some time
in the first six months of 2007 from the twin brothers Abbot W.
“Bill” Vose and Robert C. “Terry” Vose III to Bill, his wife,
Marcia, and their daughters, Carey and Elizabeth. Terry was
planning to retire officially. In preparation, he had already sold
to Bill and Marcia in 2005 his share in the four-story townhouse
at 238 Newbury Street, where the business has been located
since the early 1960’s.

A few blocks closer to Boston Common, a much newer gallery,
Alfred J. Walker Jr. Fine Art, established in second-floor space
at 162 Newbury Street in 1979, was about to make its own next
move, becoming Walker-Cunningham Fine Art. The new name
reflects Walker’s associate Sarah B. Cunningham’s larger
financial stake in the business. A new sign had been ordered on
the very day of our visit, December 8. For the duration of what
was designed to be a three-year transition, one year of which
ended on December 31, 2006, they will own the inventory
jointly under different percentages. At the end of 2008, the
transition having been completed, Cunningham will become
sole proprietor of the business, and Walker will retire.

Across the street from Walker-Cunningham, Childs Gallery
owner D. Roger Howlett, whose operation at 169 Newbury
Street, established in 1937, can lay claim to being the longest
running of the commercial Newbury Street galleries, made his
change last summer. He appointed two new vice presidents,
Stephanie V. Bond and Richard J. Baiano. Recently, too, Childs
inaugurated a new concept in print scholarship. It is, not
surprisingly in this cyber age, a Web site (www.raisonne.org),
one that provides catalogues raisonnés for prints by artists who
have none or one that is out-of-date, rare, or unillustrated. “It
needed to be done, and we happened to be the ones to do it,”
said Howlett.

Then there was the space swap that took place on the fourth
floor of 38 Newbury Street last summer when Richardson-
Clarke Gallery was amicably dissolved by Peter Clarke and
Martha Richardson. Richardson decided to continue an open
gallery, and Clarke opted to become a private dealer. Richardson
wanted to rent fewer square feet. At the same moment, James
Bennette and David Cowan of ACME Fine Art needed more.
“The timing was perfect,” Richardson said when we visited her
new quarters, the old ACME suite, on December 14, on our way
to the Vose birthday party. ACME’s Bennette concurred, happy
with the prospect that he and Cowan, having doubled their
gallery’s size, would now be able to show more artworks at once
and ones larger in scale. A theme of adaptability emerged during
conversations with these dealers—smart ones, who realize that
the market is never static. Newbury Street itself has
metamorphosed. It wasn’t always the best address for art
galleries in Boston. Formerly, the part of Boylston Street
adjacent to the Common was the favored place. Vose, for one,
founded in Providence, Rhode Island, established its first Boston
presence there, at 320 Boylston Street in the 1890’s, later
expanding into a series of buildings at 394-398 Boylston.

Then the market gravitated to Back Bay, drawn by the nascent
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston (MFA), whose first building,
completed in 1876, stood on the site of today’s Fairmont Copley
Plaza hotel. The Museum School was located in the building’s
basement. “Studios were all over the place in Back Bay,” said
Howlett. “As you walk the streets today, you can still see the
studio windows that were installed for artists in private homes.
The MFA did not move to the Fens [465 Huntington Avenue]
until 1909. By then, the art scene was well established here.”

Vose moved up Boylston Street to Back Bay in the 1920’s. “We
had the largest gallery this side of the Mississippi River right in
Copley Square,” said Bill Vose. That was at 559 Boylston. They
did not own the building. Bill’s grandfather, Robert C. Vose Sr.,
“didn’t think it made sound business sense to own the real
estate,” said Bill. “As a result, we were paying rent during the
Depression and almost went out of business.” In 1960 Bill
Vose’s father, Robert C. Vose Jr., bought 238 Newbury Street.
After a two-year renovation, Vose Galleries opened for business
there. At the time, the block was going through a seedy period.
“It’s hard to believe but there was a red-light district right across
the street,” said Bill. “So we leapt from glamorous Copley
Square to here,” said Marcia Vose. “And Bill’s grandfather said
to Bill’s father, ‘You’ll never make a living in that little
building.’Well, the real estate alone has appreciated almost a
hundred times since Bill’s father bought it.”

The first location of Childs Gallery, founded 70 years ago by
Charles D. Childs (1905-1993), was also a Depression-era Back
Bay rental, occupying the second-floor balcony of the gallery
run by John Castano (1896- 1978) at 171 Newbury Street. By
mid-1944, the economy had improved, and Childs moved to its
present location, the four-story townhouse next door to
Castano’s, where it has remained.

The space that Walker and Cunningham currently rent at 162
Newbury is the gallery’s original home. During the art boom of
the late 1980’s, however,Walker moved one door down, to the
second floor of the Copley Society of Art. He rented that plus
half of the third floor until May 2005, when he and Cunningham
returned to the place where the gallery began. With their
transition underway, they wanted to reduce rental costs.

We asked how important it was for them to remain on Newbury
Street. “It was very important,” said Walker, “because of the
name. It’s branded as an art street. Dartmouth Street isn’t.”

“We also felt it would be a mistake to go private and work out
of our homes,” said Cunningham. “A lot of people are doing
that, and for them it works, but we wanted dedicated space.
Newbury Street is a destination for people, whether they are
regular clients or walk-ins. One of our best sales last summer
was a walk-in, a stranger, who lives abroad.”

By not going private, Walker-Cunningham bucked a New York
trend for galleries that sell American art. Brook S. Mason of The
Art Newspaper reported in October 2006 that Kraushaar
Galleries had closed its space on Fifth Avenue “to concentrate
on private clients,” becoming the 14th such gallery to go
private, just a few months after the Kennedy Galleries
relinquished its Fifth Avenue space. “The closures indicate a
profound shift in the American paintings market,” Mason wrote.
“The majority of New York American paintings dealers now
operate privately, although some occasionally hold exhibitions.”

ACME’s actions, also, run counter to that trend. After dealing
privately for seven years, Bennette and Cowan opened their first
gallery in what is now Richardson’s space in 2001. “Some
wonderful dealers work privately out of their homes,” Bennette
said, “but I think it’s hard for the average person to get up the
nerve to make that appointment to go to someone’s house. And
they may feel there’s potentially an obligation once they get
there. So we like just being open and letting people come in.”
Like Walker-Cunningham, ACME never seriously considered
going anywhere but Newbury Street. “Most galleries in other
parts of the city focus on contemporary art,” said Bennette.
Most of what he and Cowan deal in is from 1910 onward.
“Newbury Street seemed the right place for us. Most of the
work is pretty abstract. It’s not street-level taste. It’s high end,
museum quality, esoteric, and requires a fairly sophisticated eye.
So it’s been terrific to be here. We never know who’s going to
walk in. With the Ritz-Carlton [recently sold, renamed, and
“rebranded” Taj Boston] right on the corner, we do get a lot of
out-of-town business.”

Even if clients never visit, relying instead on being shipped
items on approval before sale, the Newbury Street address is
important, Bennette stressed. “A lot of people, even if they live
in Los Angeles, may have a kid in school in Boston. They’ve
been here; they know Newbury Street—they know what it
means.”

Richardson, too, is convinced of the value of her Newbury
Street address and dealer-neighbors. “We all talk from time to
time about the high rents and whether we should move as a
block to another area,” Richardson said, “but I have wonderful
floor mates.” In addition to ACME, they are photography dealer
Robert Klein, and Pepper Gallery, which sells contemporary art.
“We all complement each other, with none of us doing exactly
the same thing, and we all get along personally.”

Walker and Cunningham won’t feel squeezed in their new
space, they said, because they are no longer spending time and
money on exhibitions. “You can do the outreach on your
computer,” Walker said. “We found we could put it on our Web
site and have the same response,” Cunningham said. A smaller
space will enable them to focus their energies on contacting
clients by phone and e-mail, which has yielded good results.
Howlett, who owns his building, said he has not eliminated
exhibitions but has modified his idea of them.

“We’ve given up ‘openings.’ The crowd tended to be non-
buying, professional white-wine drinkers. Now we have
‘receptions,’ built around interest groups.” At the time of our
conversation, on December 12, Howlett was planning a January
2007 exhibition of Japanese woodblock prints and set to ask the
Japanese consulate for help “involving the Japanese
community.”

A few years ago, for an exhibition of Swiss Alps images by the
American Joseph Pennell (1860-1926), Howlett involved the
Swiss Society of Boston and the Swiss consulate. Last spring,
the French consulate, along with the French Library and
Cultural Center of Boston, helped him create excitement for an
exhibition of works by French printmaker Erik Desmazières.

Vose Galleries, for its part, no longer does openings for
deceased artists. “We do them only for the living,” said Marcia.
“That’s a big change. These openings for living artists are
celebrations for family, friends, and their associates.” Last year,
one of those openings featured the work of Joel M. Babb, a
painter of virtuosic, photorealistic cityscapes of Boston and
Rome and landscapes of rural Maine.

The idea of contemporary artists being represented by Vose is an
old one renewed. Gallery records from the 1860’s show early
dealings with contemporaries of Bill’s great-grandfather Seth M.
Vose with names like Martin Johnson Heade, William Bradford,
Albert Bierstadt, William Trost Richards, and John F. Kensett.
But a hundred years later, when the move to Newbury Street
was made, contemporary artists were dropped. Abstract
expressionism was in the ascendancy, and Vose did not want to
truck with it. Then in September 2001, with the art-buying
public’s taste for realism having reasserted itself, Vose
Contemporary Realism, a division of Vose Galleries, was born.

“We renovated the third floor for it and are devoting half of the
fourth floor to it too,” said Marcia, who is credited by the family
as the idea’s originator. “And we didn’t expect it to get off the
ground for five years. Well, right from the get-go, we were in
the black.” It’s easy to understand why. They started with a
retrospective of works by Polly Thayer Starr (1904-2006), who
beautifully bridged the years. The gallery’s history with her
dates back to 1933, when she was part of a group exhibition that
featured Frank W. Benson, Edmund Tarbell, and Frederick
Bosley.

Richardson, by contrast, continues to have faith in traditional
exhibitions, openings and all. “I have found them to be quite
successful,” she said, “not just for selling but for bringing
people into the gallery. I’ve done very well with Americans in
Paris, American Painters in Venice, Artists of New Hampshire,
and Cape Ann Artists—all when I was still Richardson-Clarke.”
Her first show, after opening her own gallery, was 20th Century
Women.” On view during our visit was 20th Century Still Lifes,
featuring works by Marsden Hartley, Joseph Stella, Karl Knaths,
Jane Peterson, and others.

Likewise, ACME’s Bennette and Cowan love to create the
physical “visual essays” that traditional exhibitions are. On the
day of our visit, Geometry & Abstraction was on view. The
opening for the American modernist paintings and sculpture by
Burgoyne Diller, Michael Loew, Myron Stout, Kenneth Stubbs,
and others coincided with an art auction at nearby Skinner Inc.
on November 17, a date when many dealers and collectors had
already planned an evening in town.

Speaking of auction houses, they are the one subject on which
all the gallery owners agreed: today’s auctions have changed the
way they conduct business, both because auctioneers market
themselves more aggressively than ever and because auction
prices are available on the Internet.

“A little knowledge is a very dangerous thing,” Howlett said
when we mentioned the prices. “Someone may see a price for a
picture and not realize that its condition needs to be taken in
account or that it was not at the right auction house or not in the
right sale at the right auction house. Quite often, when we’re
looking to buy, we’re trying to find the picture in the wrong
auction.

“Of course,” he continued, “sometimes people are so clever,
they’ll never buy anything. Mr. Childs knew a gentleman who
loved Homer watercolors more than anything, but whenever we
had one for sale, he would say, ‘Oh, but it’s so expensive.’ He
was once offered a Homer watercolor for two hundred dollars,
but that had been too expensive at the time.”

Richardson, a dealer since 1994, after seven years at Sotheby’s
and another six at Grogan & Company, said that she sees
auction houses now as her competitors, not as her resource.
“When I worked at Sotheby’s [1980-87], I would guess that
seventy-five percent of what we sold went to dealers; the rest
went to very savvy, very sophisticated, very knowledgeable
collectors. I would guess that currently the percentage is
reversed. I would also guess that most dealers at auctions
represent collectors.” Walker harked back to the days when
“people used to find a dealer, someone they could trust, to help
them build a collection. It takes a sophisticated collector to
realize it’s still to their best advantage to be advised by a trusted
dealer,” he said. “People need to realize that a great deal of what
goes to auction is ‘dealer dump.’ The market is fueled by the
d’s: death, debt, divorce, disease. That’s what often causes
collections to open up. People who tend to buy ‘autographs,’ not
quality, may get trapped. Just because a certain name is on it
doesn’t mean it’s a good picture, or even that it’s real.

“I remember Robert Vose Junior telling me, when I first went
into the business, ‘Most fakes are signed.’ A lot of the better
pictures are not signed.” In a sense, the signature is the painting,
he said.

Richardson said some people try to negotiate price by using
their knowledge of what she paid for a piece. “But my opinion
is that it’s not a negotiating tool. I bought the picture, and
regardless of what I paid, I have tried to price it fairly. What I
and other dealers bring to the table is a certain selectivity and
ability to choose from the millions of artworks on offer around
the country. If people are confident and knowledgeable enough,
then, fine, they should go and buy at auction themselves.”

Walker said he knows several “clever” dealers who avoid the
whole subject by buying only at auctions whose prices are not
reported.

In Richardson’s view, there are some benefits to the new
transparency. Previously, her research entailed a lot of heavy
lifting—art books are thick—and tedious thumbing through old
auction catalogs in order to determine such things as “whether a
painting had been up for auction before, whether it had been
bought in five times, et cetera.” The Internet is a time saver and
a physical convenience for her and dealers everywhere.

We asked each gallery where, if not at auction, they got their
stock. “Because of our Web site, people come to us, and we get
a chance to buy privately. More often than not, that’s how we
acquire stock today,” said Cunningham. “We use pickers quite a
bit,” said Marcia Vose. “We get at least one estate a year, which,
knock on wood, we’re still managing to find,” said Bill. “We’ve
handled about thirty-five estates in the last forty years.” “Some
we buy outright; some we work on with the families,” said
Carey, who runs the contemporary division with younger sister,
Beth.

Consignments as opposed to outright purchases seem to be on
the rise, perhaps in response to the pressures of the marketplace.
“As my visibility continues to increase, aided by the fact that
I’m on Newbury Street, I’m getting more material from private
collectors,” Richardson said. “I would also say that, while I still
own the majority of my material, my consignments are ever
increasing.”

The same thing is happening at ACME. “Before we had the
gallery, we were doing much more buying and reselling,” said
Bennette. “Now, although we do buy occasionally in order to
have a full and well-balanced inventory of every kind of work
we’re interested in, we have been lucky to have found
[consigned] artists’ estates a wonderful source of inventory. And
so, rather than tying up capital in inventory, we can spend
instead on advertising, framing, restoration.”

Childs still more often than not owns the art it offers, but one
thing that is “different in scale,” said Howlett, is the extent to
which the gallery “manages” artists’ estates. “It wasn’t
antithetical to Charlie, but rarely did an estate come up that
fitted the interests of his old- Boston clientele, meaning it wasn’t
old enough or didn’t have the right imagery.”

The passage of years does have a way of changing a gallery’s
perspective. “When I joined the gallery, the latest works we’d
look at were from the 1920’s,” Howlett said. “Now the latest are
from the 1950’s. That differential is, of course, the number of
years I’ve been in the business.”

Then, again, Childs has always sought “the overlooked,
undervalued, and out of taste,” said Howlett. “We may
sometimes have the overvalued and the shouted- from-the-
rooftops, but it’s not what we seek. Charlie opened on that
balcony next door with overlooked things—seven Fitz Hugh
Lanes, a bunch of Robert Salmons, four or five Martin Johnson
Heades. We’re searching for the next Lane, the next Salmon, the
next Heade.”

Carey Vose voiced a similar sentiment. “We’re trying to find
groups that haven’t hit huge numbers yet and establish prices for
them,” she said. “The auction records for people like the WPA
artists and regionalists from the 1930’s and 1940’s are not quite
up there yet, so we’re trying to establish them as important,
which they were.”

To judge from these five Newbury Street examples, the way that
people enter the art business is as varied as it has always been.
Before becoming the sixth generation of Voses to sell art, Carey,
33, and Beth, 29, worked for other small retail firms—
contemporary craft galleries —Carey at the now defunct
Signature of Chestnut Hill, Massachusetts, and Beth at
L’Attitude Gallery and Sculpture Garden, 218 Newbury Street.
In college, both young women studied studio art with minors in
art history, in addition to having been exposed to art and the
family business since their days in the womb.

Art is a second career for their mother, Marcia, who married Bill
in 1972 and joined the business in 1984, after both daughters
had reached school age. Previously, she had worked eight years
in personnel at the Ritz-Carlton. “I went to the hotel school at
Cornell University,” she said, “which, back then [mid-1960’s],
was the place to earn an undergraduate small-business degree,
because hotels and restaurants had a big family-business
component. So I had a really good set of skills to bring here. It
was a good fit.”

Richardson has had an extraordinarily broad art education.
While she worked at Sotheby’s, she simultaneously earned a
master’s degree in art history from New York University. Since
her move to Boston, she has completed her Ph.D. coursework
and examinations at the same university. Her academic field is
the Italian Renaissance, but during her years at the auction
houses, especially Grogan, she saw everything from 15th-
century prints to contemporary paintings by Helen
Frankenthaler.

“At Sotheby’s I could discuss with colleagues and come to a
mutual conclusion about something; at Grogan, the fine-arts
department was more or less a one-person show, so that was
probably the bigger learning experience,” she said. “It’s also
because, let’s put it this way, you don’t see as many
questionable pictures at Sotheby’s as you do at a small regional
auction house. Almost a new level of expertise is required.” But
in each case, she said, “the vastness of what you’re exposed to is
the thing; the sheer volume is remarkable.”

Both Bennette, 51, and Cowan, 48, trained as architects at
Harvard’s Graduate School of Design, and it shows in
everything from their taste in art to the typographical choices
they make for their catalogs. “We both did a lot of study in art
history in conjunction with architectural history,” Bennette said.
“I practiced twenty years of architecture, and we still do a little
bit of design on the side.”

Curiously enough,Walker and Cunningham both have
undergraduate degrees in psychology, from Brown (class of ’59)
and Duke (class of ’97) respectively. Cunningham also studied
landscape architecture at the Rhode Island School of Design.
Perhaps more important, Walker had the good sense to put his
trust in Cunningham after his former partner, Richard C. Hagan,
died suddenly in a kayaking accident. It was 1999. Cunningham
had been working part time at the gallery just two months. She
was 24 and had been hired by Walker and Hagan, her cousin, to
help with implementing the gallery’s new computer system.

When she built the gallery’s Web pages, she recalled “there was
lots of angst about selling art on the Internet. Being new to the
business, I couldn’t see what could possibly be wrong with it,
especially given that we encouraged people to see things in
person before they purchased them. It was clearly the wave of
the future. Other businesses had been on line for years.”

Howlett said he has been interested in art since grade school but
began college intending to become a geologist. After signing up
for an obligatory art history course in his junior year, he
switched his major, going on to earn a master’s degree in
museum studies and folk-life culture. At Yale University, he
worked two years toward a doctorate in art history, abandoning
that pursuit after realizing he wanted to be a connoisseur, not a
critic. “Not long afterwards, I wandered in here,” he said.
Childs’s second owner was on the premises that day in 1970,
Carl L. Crossman, now of Northeast Auctions, Portsmouth, New
Hampshire. After working with Charlie Childs for five years,
1964 to 1969, Crossman had been offered the business. Childs
wanted to spend his time writing, lecturing, and traveling. In
1973 Howlett became Crossman’s partner; he has owned the
gallery in a sole proprietorship since 1983.

Asked how the Childs clientele has changed over the years,
Howlett said, “All of Charlie’s customers are dead! Actually, no,
one was in the other day, but he’s fast approaching eighty. And
so, we are constantly engaging younger, newer collectors,
because even if you have old clients who still have great taste,
they may not have the wall space or they may have sticker
shock, and instead of converting themselves to something less
expensive, they may just say, ‘I’m done.’”

New clients increasingly find Vose via its Web site, said Marcia.
“We had a guy from Ypsilanti, Michigan, call us and say, ‘I like
this person’s art; I saw some on your Web site.’ He came here,
bought five, and went back home in his private jet.”

“The Web site is responsible for at least fifty percent of our sales
now,” added Carey. During our time at Walker-Cunningham,
Walker pointed to two 19th-century oil portraits on the walls—
each a father and son. “Twenty years ago, those paintings
wouldn’t have lasted five minutes in this shop. Because of how
the market has changed, they may be shipped out in the box
with me!”

“But it’s always surprising,” said Cunningham. “One week, I’m
dealing in 1950’s, lesser-known estate artists, the next week I’m
getting a call on a major Hudson River artist. That just speaks to
the eclectic nature of our gallery and also to the fact that we’re
working one on one with people.We have a conversation. It goes
case by case.”

All of these galleries do fairs and shows, with varying results.
All say they like them for the exposure. Childs does the greatest
number. Different in another way from the other galleries
profiled here, it sells more fine prints than the others. Indeed, it
sells more fine prints than artworks in any other media. “I said
to Carl [Crossman] in the early 1970’s, ‘We either get into the
print business or we get out of it,’” Howlett recounted. “Well,
we got in. There was a lot of competition, but over the years
many of them have gone out of business for one reason or
another, including Haley and Steele.”

Legal troubles continue for Julien S. Tavener, who abandoned
his gallery at 91 Newbury Street and fled to England in March
2005. A March 18, 2006, story in the Boston Globe stated that
Haley & Steele’s former owner will face not only civil suits but
also criminal charges as a result of his alleged larcenies from
customers who had consigned prints and other valuables to him
for sale. On November 18, 2006, Kaminski Auctions, Beverly,
Massachusetts, sold some 200 prints from Haley & Steele’s
bank-confiscated stock. Meanwhile, two separate sources
seriously claimed to us that Tavener is now selling used cars in
the United Kingdom.

The company’s Web site is gone, but when it was extant, the
history said that Haley & Steele was founded in 1899 in a cart at
the edge of Back Bay, at the corner of Newbury and Arlington
Street. Tavener had been associated with it, as employee,
president, and owner, for about 13 years.

Other dealers of art have fared measurably better after leaving
Newbury Street. Warren Adelson opened his first gallery at 134
Newbury Street in 1965. He ran his namesake business at that
address and then at 154 Newbury Street until 1972, when he
joined Knoedler & Company, New York City. In 1974 he joined
New York City’s Coe Kerr Gallery and became a partner the
following year. In 1990 Adelson left Coe Kerr to reopen his own
venture on the third floor of Manhattan’s Mark Hotel, where
Adelson Galleries remained until its recent relocation to 19 East
82nd Street.

Stephen O’Brien Jr., whose eponymous gallery is at 268
Newbury Street, has adapted to the changing marketplace by
entering the auction business. We reported on his new venture
last fall. (See “Copley Fine Art Auctions Combines
Canvasbacks and Canvases,” M.A.D., October, 2006, p. 13-E.)

“If I were Steve O’Brien’s age,” said Walker, who is 69,
“auctioneering is what I would be doing.” But Cunningham, 31,
said, “Being around Steve’s age and also being the devil’s
advocate on that subject, I don’t want to get involved in
auctions. It’s a whole different rat race. Honestly, it’s not in my
blood. It’s about ‘What do you want to spend your days doing?’
That’s the bottom line.”
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