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Skinner's department of American Indian and ethnographic art posted
its best ever results on May 10 when 457 lots, nearly 92% of the total
oMered, realized $1,740,061 (including buyers' premiums).
Some of the success came courtesy of a consignment of Native American
artifacts that followed an appraisal by department expert Douglas Deihl
on PBS-TV's Antiques Roadshow. They were a parZeche trunk, a quirt,
a possible bag, and a hide scraper made by Plains and Prairie tribes.
Together they were estimated by Deihl to bring between $130,000 and
$200,000. The on-camera calculation was impressively precise; the
objects fetched a total of $203,820.
Their collector was Mordecai Thomas Bartram (1843-1904), who
worked from 1871 to 1873 at a government store, the Great Nemaha
Agency, on the Iowa, Sac, and Fox reservation near the Kansas-Nebraska
line. Bartram's great-granddaughter was the one who brought the objects
to the appraisal.
"I have to tell you, in the ten years I've been doing Antiques Roadshow,
these are the bnest things I've ever seen," Deihl told her as the show was
taped in Baltimore on June 16, 2007. Singling out the scraper as "a
masterpiece," he estimated it alone at $50,000/70,000.
"Oh, my word," she said. "I'm just, I'm just blown away, I really am. Well,
they're real treasures, and I'm so pleased that we have retained them, and
they can be passed down through the generations."
A month or so later, however, she e-mailed Deihl. Having found out
what the objects might be worth, the family was feeling the burden of
their care. For the previous 40 years, they had stored them unprotected in
a seasonal cottage. Now, mistrusting delivery of any other sort, they
drove the objects to Skinner.
The parZeche trunk was the size and shape of a breadbox; normally they
are the size of an envelope and Zatter. Only a couple of Native American
cultures made them trunk-size and used them to store clothes, Deihl said.
The smaller ones were used to store meat. Deihl attributed this example,
painted in geometric designs of black, green, and red, to the Mesquakis.
The red was a Chinese vermilion traded out on the Plains, he guessed,
and he dated it on that basis, along with other details, to the mid-19th
century. Estimated at $20,000/ 30,000, it went at $29,625 to a dealer on
the phone.

This mid-19th-century Prairie parZeche trunk in
black, green, and red paint, Mesquaki, realized
$29,625. It is 12" high x 25" long x 12" wide and has
some hide loss and tears at bottom.
The quirt, made of elk antler, was used as a horse whip as well as a
weapon. Pointing out its nice trade cloth strap and buMalo-hide lash,
Deihl dated it to the same period as the trunk and estimated it at the
same level. It brought $26,070 from another dealer, bidding by phone.

Mid-19th-century Prairie/Plains carved elk horn quirt
with braided buMalo hide lash, 11½" long (not
including the lash), $26,070.
The possible bag, so-called because it could be used to store anything
possible, was made of buMalo hide and would have hung inside a teepee
or earth lodge. Decorated with three types of beads-bne seed beads, real
beads, and pony beads-it was dated by Deihl to about the 1840's and
estimated at $25,000/35,000. A room bidder was a serious contender,
but it went at $59,250 to yet another phone bidder, identibed by Deihl as
an East Coast collector.

This 14½" x 21½" Plains beaded buMalo-hide
possible bag from the mid-19th century fetched
$59,250 (est. $25,000/35,000).
Then came the elk horn hide scraper, oversize at 15¾" long and decorated
with a row of military bgures. Deihl dated their uniforms to the late 18th
or early 19th century, and surmised that the tool was either Omaha or
Otoe. According to the catalog, an example that appears to be by a
similar hand was collected between 1822 and 1831 by Duke Paul of
Württemberg and is pictured in J.C.H. King's First Peoples, First
Contacts: Native Peoples of North America (1994).

This rare Prairie/Plains carved elk horn hide scraper, identibed
as either Omaha or Otoe, sold to Pennsylvania dealer Ron Van
Anda for $88,875 (est. $40,000/60,000). Perhaps as early as
1800,
it is unusually long at 15¾" and decorated with military bgures,
geometrics, and a row of incised tally marks, indicating the
number of hides cleaned with the tool.
Phone, absentee, and room bidders clamored for this one, but in the end
it sold for an applauded $88,875 to Lititz, Pennsylvania, dealer Ron Van
Anda, who attended the sale with his wife, Sandra J. Whitson. Van Anda
said he had bought it for his personal collection.
Six lots later, a smaller and later hide scraper got knocked down to the
Internet for $490. Vive la diMérence!
"The condition was mind-boggling-the best," Van Anda said of his
purchase. "You couldn't ask for anything better. I waited for this piece,
and I knew it was going to go higher than the estimate. The size is so
overpowering. They're usually three or four inches shorter and hardly
ever decorated. It's just absolutely gorgeous."
"I'm very happy for him," added Whitson, who has her own collecting
interests, including patriotic jewelry (she is coauthor with Nancy N.
SchiMer of Star Spangled Jewelry, 2007). "I think it's fabulous. I know it's
top of the line."
The sale's other major consignment came from the estate of Paul Rabut
(1914-1983). Collector Charles Derby of Northampton, Massachusetts,
got to know him well after they met at one of Skinner's brst sales of tribal
arts, in 1974 at the auction house's facility in Bolton, Massachusetts. By
that time, Rabut had already been collecting for nearly 30 years, while
Derby was just a novice.
"Paul started collecting in 1945 and had the best of everything," Derby
recalled during the preview. "He was an artist and illustrator who did
covers for men's magazines like True and Argosy. He was sent on
assignment to places where he collected. He also collected in New York
City, where he had a studio. When Warren Robbins wrote his book
[African Art in American Collections (1966)] there were more objects in
it from Paul's collection than from anybody else's."
In a 2003 article for Tribal Arts magazine, Derby described his visits to
see Rabut, his wife, Peggy, and their collection in Westport, Connecticut:
"Like a magician, Paul orchestrated our encounters. I never knew what
fabulous objects I might see or which ones he'd make available. He
seldom showed me everything he had; instead he presented a few choice
artifacts while he kept others hidden away to dazzle me at a later time."
Rabut was "strategically positioned" to acquire pieces from many of the
leading dealers of African art in the 1950's, Derby wrote. Henri Kamer,
Louis Carré, Rene Rasmussen, Frank Crowninshield, Miguel
Covarrubias, Pierre Matisse, and Maurice Bonnefoy were names he saw
in inventory records when he took on the immense project of
photographing and tape-recording Rabut's comments on each and every
piece in the collection.
At the Skinner auction, a carved wood helmet mask with Bonnefoy
provenance, identibed as Fang from Gabon, sold for $14,220. Nine other
masks collected by Rabut did much more modestly, going at $2252 or
less.
What bidders seemed far hungrier for was Rabut's Northwest Coast
material. "Collectors are clamoring for the best of the Northwest Coast,"
said Deihl. "The whole phone bank was closed oM on the leggings," i.e.,
Rabut's pair of Northwest Coast hide leggings from the second half of
the 19th century that sold to a phone bidder for $28,440.
Likewise, Rabut's Northwest Coast carved wood Tsonoqua mask,
identibed as Kwakwaka'wakw, or "Wild Woman of the Woods," realized
$27,255. His Northwest Coast carved horn and animal hide shaman's
crown sold for $22,515, and his unusual pair of southern Northwest
Coast carved wood dolls made $11,850.
A Northwest Coast item that came to the sale from another source, a
Florida collector, was the third-most expensive lot of the sale, after the
two top Roadshow consignments. A 19th-century carved wood raven
rattle with a restored tongue, it brought $44,438, once again from a
bidder on a phone.
Of phone bidders in general, Deihl said, "I had a lot of interest from
overseas buyers in Paris and Belgium, one reason being the value of the
euro over the dollar. It's a global market, to be sure, and perhaps always
has been for tribal arts, but the competition for the best objects seems to
be getting bercer."
Following the pattern, the best of the pre-Columbian material that came
to Skinner from various collections did remarkably well. Many of them
had fairly recent auction records from Sotheby's.
"There are just not a lot of options for pre-Columbian anymore," said
Deihl, noting Christie's June 2007 announcement of its plans to drop its
sales of pre-Columbian art. As for Sotheby's, it still oMers pre-Columbian
material and retains expertise, but its last sale dedicated solely to the
specialty was in 1999.
"There are other venues, but they tend to reserve things high," said Deihl.
"And while I did very well with this group, I'm going to be getting fussier
in accepting pre-Columbian consignments in the future."
In the meantime, there is always room for the exceptional, the unique,
and the untouched in every category. A Navajo concha belt from the
1870's bt that bill this time. It came to the sale from a Rhode Island
estate where it had been hanging on a wall since the early 20th century,
according to Deihl. "Nobody had ever polished it. It was all original-the
buckle, the leather. They just don't show up like that anymore." Bidders
responded. Every phone line was booked, with the winner among them
paying $28,440, a price that Deihl believes is an auction record.
For more information, contact Skinner at (617) 350-5400; Web site
(www.skinnerinc.com).
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