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Four paintings sold for six figures each at the latest 
African American fine art sale at Swann Galleries, 
held on April 2 in New York City. The works span 

nearly a century from 1881 to 1976. All were important 
examples of the artists’ works, and each was market fresh. 
They included a 19th-century pastoral by Henry Ossawa 
Tanner; a Norman Lewis painting from the mid-20th cen-
tury that showed the artist on the cusp of the nonobjective 
style he later embraced; an unequivocally abstract canvas 
by living artist Sam Gilliam; and an eye-grabbing portrait 
by another living artist, Barkley L. Hendricks, that is as 
much about shape and color as it is about the subject’s 
character.

“I was particularly pleased that both Hendricks’s Steve 
and Norman Lewis’s Cathedral sold to institutions and 
that Cathedral brought the second-highest price for the 
artist at auction,” department expert Nigel Freeman said. 
As for the price paid for Steve—$365,000 (including buy-
er’s premium)—it is slightly more than two and a half 
times the old auction price record set in 2009 by Swann 
for a work by Hendricks. That same year, Steve was fea-
tured on the April cover of Artforum when the magazine 
reviewed the artist’s first career retrospective, Birth of 
the Cool—a title taken from jazz musician Miles Davis’s 
1957 compilation album.

A Philadelphian born in 1945, Hendricks is famed 
for his life-size likenesses of the young, hip models 
and friends he painted in the 1960s and 1970s. Mostly 

they were denizens of New Haven, where the artist 
earned both a B.F.A. and an M.F.A. at Yale, and of New 
London, where he taught from 1972 through 2010 at 
Connecticut College. Steve is a white-on-white depiction 
of an African American man whom Hendricks painted 
in 1976. The subject is standing in a long cream-col-
ored trench coat posed against a background of a nearly 
identical shade. His mirrored sunglasses—aviators in the 
style of the period—reflect what has been identified as 
Hendricks’s studio. Impeccable, imperious, and cooler 
than cool, he faces his portrayer and, ultimately, his view-
ers full on, hands clasped behind his back and a toothpick 
between his lips. Estimated at $120,000/180,000, the 72" 
x 48" oil, acrylic, and Magna on canvas came to the sale 
from the Forbes collection.

The Lewis work, an evocation of soaring stained-glass 
windows, sold for $317,000 on the same estimate as the 
Hendricks portrait. The 42" x 25" oil on canvas is a redis-
covery. Exhibited at the Biennale in Venice in 1956, it 
was in a Vermont collection for more than 60 years. As 
Freeman explained in his catalog, when Lewis painted 
Cathedral, in 1950, he was a rising star in New York 
avant-garde art circles and being invited to events 
organized by Franz Kline and Willem de Kooning, where 
Abstract Expressionism was being discussed, defined, 
and defended. He was not, however, invited to be part 
of the famous Irascibles photo, published in Life maga-
zine on January 15, 1951. Among others, the image by 
Nina Leen featured de Kooning, Adolph Gottlieb, Ad 
Reinhardt, Richard Pousette-Dart, Jackson Pollock, 
Robert Motherwell, Barnett Newman, and Mark Rothko.

“Only in the last few years has Norman Lewis begun to 
find [his] rightful place back amongst his more celebrated 
peers,” wrote Freeman, whose sale offered seven other 
Lewis works, six of which sold for a total of $154,750 at 
prices ranging from $4750 to $57,500.

Before being consigned to Swann, Tanner’s Boy and 
Sheep under a Tree had been handed down through four 
generations of a Philadelphia family whose patriarch was 
Edward Lawrence Scull (1846-1884). Tanner painted it 
while studying at the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine 
Arts, where he had enrolled in 1879. In the early years 
of his career, he specialized in animals, but the sheep, 
a potent Christian symbol, presage his later interest in 
depicting religious subjects. On the back of a less signifi-
cant Tanner painting—retained by the family—Edward’s 
wife, Sarah Elizabeth Marshall Scull (1845-1910), wrote: 
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Barkley L. Hendricks (b. 1945), Steve, 
72" x 48" oil, acrylic, and Magna on 
canvas, 1976, $365,000.

Boy and Sheep under a Tree by Henry Ossawa 
Tanner (1859-1937) sold within estimates to a 
collector for $245,000. The 17 3/8" x 27" oil on 
canvas is signed and dated (“1881”).

Cathedral, Norman Lewis (1909-
1979), 42" x 25" oil on canvas, 
1950, $317,000.

“The first picture that dear Edward bought of the colored 
Artist Tanner in 1883. Tanner was then butler for Dr. 
Albert H. Smith” (the Sculls’ physician) “but had begun 
to draw and paint and used to go to Papa’s office to talk 
with him about art.” Apparently Tanner was going to art 
school and working as a servant for the doctor at the same 
time. Mrs. Scull went on to say that by 1900 Tanner was 
living in Paris and “his paintings are in many of the finest 
private modern collections in the world.”

Widely exhibited in the 1970s, 1990s, and again 
more recently, Boy and Sheep under a Tree had been on 
extended loan and exhibited at the Philadelphia Museum 
of Art until late 2014. Signed and dated 1881, the 17 3/8" 
x 27" oil on canvas sold to a collector for $245,000 (est. 
$200,000/300,000).

An untitled painting by Sam Gilliam was consigned 
by the estate of Rockne Krebs (1938-2011), an artist-
colleague of Gilliam in Washington, D.C. Born in 
Mississippi in 1933, Gilliam moved in 1962 to the nation’s 
capital, where he became a member of the so-called 
Washington Color School, founded by Morris Louis, 
Kenneth Noland, and others in the early 1960s. Krebs, 
who was known for his laser-light sculptures and instal-
lations, was part of it too. The work by Gilliam, who still 
lives in D.C., is a 1969 example of his experimentation 
with the “soak-stain” technique that he perfected in the 
early 1970s.The acrylic on canvas is huge at 88½" x 
46½". One would think an institution would be the likely 
buyer, but it went instead to a collector for another record-
breaking price, $197,000 (est. $40,000/60,000).

Other new artist records were made at this sale by 
prices for works by Loïs Mailou Jones and David C. 
Driskell. The Jones work, which sold for $62,500 (est. 
$30,000/40,000), had a Martha’s Vineyard subject. At 26" 
x 32", it is in fact the largest Martha’s Vineyard landscape 
by the artist that Swann has located. Titled Lobsterville 
Beach, the 1945 oil on canvas from a private Maryland 
collection sold to a collector.

Of the Jones price, which nearly doubled her previous 
record, Freeman said: “I knew it would do well because it 
had a number of things going for it. It was an early paint-
ing. Her work from the 1940s is quite scarce. It was a 
large canvas for her at that time. And it was a great scene 
from Martha’s Vineyard. That has great cachet among 
collectors who know she lived there. A lot of people who 
collect her work live there too.”

The Driskell record-breaker, Two Pines (Two Trees), 
came from a Washington, D.C., collection and sold to 
another collector for $47,500 (est. $35,000/50,000). It is 
part of the artist’s 1960s series of abstract explorations 
of pine trees—a subject that first attracted his interest 
a decade earlier, while he was a student at Skowhegan 
School of Painting and Sculpture in Skowhegan, Maine. 
Large at 48" x 40", the 1961 oil on canvas was cataloged 
by Swann as the artist’s “largest and most significant” 
painting to come to auction.

“This is the first time we have had a really good, large 
painting by Driskell,” Freeman said. “What we’ve had in 
the past were small works on paper. This is his first large 
oil on canvas to come on the market, as far as I know.”

As a nice bonus for the auction house, Driskell, who 
is recognized as one of the world’s leading authorities on 
African American fine art, came to the sale and was in the 
room when the painting sold. “He apparently hadn’t seen 
it in quite a while,” Freeman said with a laugh.

All told, the sale realized $2,337,717, not too many 
dollars shy of the sale’s high estimate, $2,471,000. 
The sell-through rate on the 178 lots that were offered 
was 70%.

Asked to describe what his general takeaway from 
this auction was, Freeman said: “We saw some really 
high prices for significant artists whose secondary mar-
kets we have helped to establish, but now we’re seeing a 
lot of activity on works by contemporary artists. And in 
that very competitive market of today, for Swann to have 
set two auction records, for Hendricks and Gilliam, is 
significant. And the prices were real jumps—almost three-
fold for Hendricks and more than three-fold for Gilliam.”

Yet Freeman was just as pleased by a $6500 result. That 
was the price paid for View of a Valley, a turn-of-the-20th-
century oil on canvas landscape by Thomas W. Hunster. 
Born in Cincinnati in 1851, Hunster spent almost 50 years 
teaching art in the public schools of the nation’s capital.

“It’s fascinating that he was an artist and art educa-
tor in Washington, D.C., so early,” said Freeman, who 
was unfamiliar with the artist and dug deep to find 
information about him. One such source, African-
American Historic and Cultural Resources in Prince 
George’s County, Maryland (http://issuu.com/mncppc/
docs/aapgc/98), gives a commentary about his life and 
shows a picture of his former residence in Prince George’s 
County.

“Even though we’ve been doing this since 2007”—i.e., 
having African American fine art sales—“we’re still 
finding things that are new,” Freeman observed. “Just 
because it’s an unfamiliar name or an artist who doesn’t 
have an auction record doesn’t mean it’s not an artist of 
merit or significance. The Hunster painting was actu-
ally a nice piece to put next to Tanner’s Impressionistic 
Venice,” an 1897 work that fetched $22,500. “He and 
Tanner looked good together. He fit right in.”

For more information, contact Swann by phone at (212) 
254-4710 or via its website (www.swanngalleries.com).
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“We saw some really high 
prices for significant artists 

whose secondary markets we 
have helped to establish.” 
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The business plan was straightfor-
ward: Digitize hundreds of thou-
sands of vintage news and celebrity 

negatives and slides, try to sell licensing 
rights, and set up a site on eBay to sell 
450-500 prints a week.

Such sales were predicted to gener-
ate between $10,000 and $15,000 per 
week, a pace John M. Rogers, owner of 
Sports Cards Plus Inc. d/b/a Rogers Photo 
Archive, estimated could go on for at 
least ten years. That apparently appeased 
two New Jersey men who were investing 
almost $300,000 in the 2009 venture and 
expected to be repaid by fall of 2014.

When asked by one of the men how 
the earnings would be distributed, espe-
cially given Rogers’s initial outlay and the 
$400,000 needed to create digital images, 
the North Little Rock, Arkansas, entre-
preneur responded, “I do not get compen-
sated for my time. This is my passion. It’s 
not work for me.”

The agreement is detailed in one of 
dozens of files in a default case in Pulaski 
County Circuit Court in Little Rock, all 
pointing to the fact that the dreams of 
everyone from newspaper archivists to 
professional photographers to investors 
hoping to cash in on the seemingly unend-
ing fascination with sports figures, presi-
dents, and other luminaries have yielded 
little more than legal headaches. So far.

Rogers borrowed almost $15 million 
from First Arkansas Bank & Trust to pur-
chase various collections of photos, neg-
atives, and sports memorabilia, pledging 
the items as collateral, and also snared 
large sums from investors eager to have a 
piece of the action. Loan payments to the 
bank and payments to individual sellers 
were missed, resulting in lawsuits against 
Rogers’s businesses. A default judgment 
was issued for the bank, and a receiver 
was appointed by the court to dispose of 
the items and raise money to satisfy the 
debt that was rising by $2319 per day in 
interest alone.

The receiver, Michael McAfee, who’d 
previously worked as a consultant to Rog-
ers Photo Archive, negotiated a sale early 
this year of all assets for $59 million to 
Red Alert Media Matrix Inc., an Arkan-
sas subsidiary of Red Alert Group Inc. of 
Atlanta. But in a February filing, he told 
the court that a key source of the compa-
ny’s funds had backed out, rendering the 
deal untenable. McAfee then proposed 
a July auction of the assets. Meanwhile, 
Red Alert fired back, first offering to 
show the judge its funding plan and ask-
ing that any auction be stopped because 
it “would not be in the best interest of the 
parties and would grossly undermine the 
value of the property.” Then, in late April, 
McAfee and Red Alert Media Matrix 
struck a second deal, which the company 
said was worth $1 billion—$28 million in 
cash and the rest in unregistered, restricted 
shares of Red Alert common stock.

A court filing said the price was based 

on the insurable value of the media 
assets that had been earlier appraised by 
Penelope A. Dixon & Assoc., appraisers 
of documentary and fine arts photography. 
The agreement listed numerous creditors 
that would be paid off in cash, with First 
Arkansas Bank & Trust heading the list. 
The bank submitted a letter to the court 
saying it believed the proposed sale was 
a satisfactory resolution. Red Alert’s fil-
ing made this final pitch about the agree-
ment: “The closing of this transaction will 
also preserve and extend the goodwill of 
a unique enterprise that 
is home to the State of 
Arkansas.”

But at least three 
creditors, including 
the New Jersey men, 
Arthur Jaffe and Paul 
Jaffe, have asked the 
court to block the agreement with Red 
Alert, saying it doesn’t provide ade-
quately for their claims against Rogers. 
Creditor George Demos also says that 
“the $1 billion claimed value of un-reg-
istered stock is illusory at best,” and that 
the deal would force him to continue to do 
business with Rogers. 

The Jaffes say the items they purchased 
from Rogers were not part of the collateral 
pledged to the bank and should not be part 
of any Red Alert deal, but only one collec-
tion among the enormous Rogers inven-
tory appears to have been excepted—the 
Charles Conlon group of glass plate nega-
tives. Another claim involves a collection 
of photos and negatives of President John 
F. Kennedy taken by his photographer 
Arthur Rickerby. Some or all of the claims 
could be settled out of the sale proceeds, 
but that also would mean relinquishment 
of control over the sale and marketing of 
the images. 

The inventory attached to the receiv-
er’s request to proceed with an auction 
includes the collections of George Brace 
and George Burke and is said to com-
prise more than 65,000 negatives, more 
than 20,000 photos, miscellaneous news 
clippings, and select digital scans. Brace 
was a Chicago photographer who took 
portraits of baseball players for more 
than six decades at Wrigley Field and the 
old Comiskey Park. Burke was his men-
tor and partner until his death in 1951. 
Brace’s daughter, Mary, sold the collec-
tion to Rogers in 2012 for $1.35 million. 
In a story in the Chicago Tribune, she 
described her father’s effort: “He wanted 
every player that ever played baseball in 
every uniform that they were ever in. And 
he came pretty close.” Her deal, accord-
ing to the Tribune, was for Rogers to 
make a digital copy of each of her father’s 
images for her personal use and for her to 
be able to take back the collection should 
he default. 

Also on the inventory are plenty of 
baseball souvenirs, autographs of former 
presidents from Grover Cleveland to Bill 

Clinton, ephemera of entertainers such as 
Sammy Davis Jr. and the Three Stooges, 
and even a bit of mob nostalgia—the toi-
let seat of Al Capone.

The baseball items include an Ernie 
Banks ball hitter in a box, a Yankee Sta-
dium bar stool, 21 “vintage” gloves, shoes 
worn by Mariano Rivera, hats worn in 
games by Dale Murphy, balls signed by 
Barry Bonds and Ty Cobb, autographs by 
Lou Gehrig and Babe Ruth, three boxes of 
Fleer baseball cards, a photo of Bob Feller 
sans clothes, and more.

The potential value of such memora-
bilia, based on the almost visceral rela-
tionship fans have with anything con-
nected to their heroes, has come up in the 
legal maneuverings around the estate of 

the late Ernie Banks in 
Chicago and was part 
of the impetus behind 
Mary Brace’s decision 
to sell her father’s col-
lection of negatives.

Banks, known affec-
tionately as “Mr. Cub,” 

served the Chicago Cubs as a kind of 
goodwill ambassador, making appear-
ances and signing autographs. An initial 
estimate of the value of his estate at the 
time of his death in January was $16,000, 
but a more complete accounting of his 
memorabilia had been ordered with the 
attorney for his caretaker, to whom he 
left everything, saying the true worth lies 
in the future sales and distribution of his 
name and likeness. An autographed 1969 
Banks jersey, for example, sold for more 
than $150,000 in an online auction last 
year, according to a Chicago Tribune 
story. 

Mary Brace faced a different dilemma 
after the death of her father in 2002. She 
told the Tribune that while there never was 
an exact count of his negatives, they filled 
more than 50 drawers in ten large filing 
cabinets in his basement. George Brace 
had sold copies of his photos, a chore 
his daughter and another family member 
tried to take over to meet requests from 
fans, authors, and TV producers. But the 
advent of digital photography brought 
customers who disliked waiting for a neg-
ative to be found, a print to be made from 
the negative, and the print mailed. That 
led Brace to try to create scans of all the 
images, but after two years, she told the 
Tribune, less than a tenth of the collec-
tion had been digitized. She gave up and 
decided to sell. 

Getting a collection ready to produce a 
consistent stream of revenue takes money 
and time. Rogers and others in his ven-
ture promised to be good caretakers of the 
Brace and other collections and to share 
them widely, but it was not to be. Some of 
the items entrusted to him now are in the 
hands of the receiver; some are with vari-
ous investors; and some are unaccounted 
for. A process server noted in an affidavit 
in the court file that the house at Rogers’s 
last known address is vacant.

Photos and negatives require special 
care, as do the glass plate negatives of the 
20th-century professional baseball play-
ers in the Charles Conlon collection. The 

negatives purportedly are in Little Rock
and in Lansing, Illinois, with 67 of them 
once marketed for sale as the collection’s 
“crown jewels,” valued at $1.15 million. 
By court order, the negatives now cannot 
be advertised for sale.

Conlon (1868-1945) was a photogra-
pher for a New York daily newspaper and 
the annual Spalding Baseball Guide. His 
work is the subject of at least two books 
focusing on what’s called the golden age 
of baseball, and his images were made 
into a series of baseball cards in the early 
1990s. His most famous photo is said 
to be of Ty Cobb stealing third by slid-
ing into Jimmy Austin, but there also are 
shots of Dizzy Dean, Leo Durocher, Joe 
Jackson, Babe Ruth, Honus Wagner, and 
Cy Young, among others. 

Another set of glass plate negatives was 
sold at auction in January by Saco River 
Auction Company of Biddeford, Maine. 
As reported in Maine Antique Digest’s 
May issue, 40 negatives for the Old Judge 
series of baseball cards issued in 1888 
had only recently surfaced in Vermont 
and their value was difficult to predict. 
The highest-priced negative, of John 
“Jack” Doran, who played for teams in 
Omaha and Davenport, went for $5635. 
In general, though, the coauthor of a book 
on these Goodwin & Co. cards, a bidder 
himself, said, “I think they went way, way 
underpriced.”

In a progress report filed in late April 
with the court, the receiver, McAfee, 
accused Rogers of selling 150% of 
his interests in the Conlon negatives, 
amounting to an oversale of the collection 
McAfee estimated was valued at $1.5 
million to $3 million. McAfee also noted 
he had suspended contracts with various 
parties to sell items on eBay. Two years 
ago, two former archives employees were 
sentenced to prison and ordered to pay 
restitution after pleading guilty to charges 
of conspiracy to commit wire fraud, 
diverting funds to their personal accounts, 
and stealing thousands of photos, some of 
which they sold on eBay.

The order appointing McAfee as receiver 
stipulated that he would earn 5% of what 
the total archive brings at auction or by 
other sale. Under the proposed agreement 
with Red Alert, he would split that percent-
age equally with an attorney who is said to 
have helped negotiate and draft the deal. 
McAfee has challenged that fee sharing.

In a story in an Arkansas business jour-
nal in January, Rogers touted that the 
assets of his various photo archive and 
sports memorabilia companies had been 
valued at $300 million. In addition to the 
default action, Rogers is under investiga-
tion by the FBI, which executed search 
warrants on his home and office in Janu-
ary but did not disclose why.

As of this writing (mid-May 2015), no 
decision had been made by the court on 
the proposed sale to Red Alert. The tangle 
of ownership and default claims seems 
unlikely to be resolved soon. It leaves 
fans, for the time being, with no access 
to many outstanding photos and memora-
bilia from their favorite sports heroes and 
other cherished figures. 
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The Emancipation Approximation (Scene 
18) by Kara Walker (b. 1969) went to a 
collector for $23,750 (est. $6000/9000). 
The 1999-2000 color screenprint is 44" 
x 34".

This 31" x 21½" oil on canvas is View of 
a Valley by Thomas W. Hunster (1851-
1929). Dating from 1900-10, the paint-
ing fetched $6500 (est. $3000/5000)—
the first auction price recorded for the 
artist.

Dark Corner by living artist James C. McMil-
lan (b. 1925) sold to a collector for a new 
record price for works by the artist, $35,000 
(est. $12,000/18,000). McMillan became the 
Skowhegan School of Painting and Sculp-
ture’s first African American fellow in 1947. 
He was also a student of Loïs Mailou Jones 
at Howard University in Washington, D.C. 
This 1960 oil on canvas is 36" x 28" and came 
from a New York collection.

This untitled 88½" x 46½" 
acrylic on canvas by Sam Gil-
liam (b. 1933), done in 1969, 
realized $197,000.

Untitled (Abstraction in Green) by Beauford Del-
aney (1901-1979) sold to a collector for $35,000 
(est. $30,000/40,000). The 16" x 10 7/8" oil on 
canvas is actually a yellow-green—yellow being 
the color associated with the artist. Dated 1961 
and inscribed “Clamart, Seine,” it came to the sale 
from a private collection in Paris, where Delaney 
moved in the 1950s and had a significant career.

Figure by the Seashore II by Hughie Lee-Smith fetched 
$45,000 (est. $40,000/60,000). The 18" x 24" oil on masonite 
board dates from 1957. It had been in a private collection 
since 1986.

Henry Ossawa Tanner’s Venice fetched $22,500 
(est. $15,000/25,000). The 10 7/8" x 9" oil on can-
vas is laid down on plywood mounted to card-
stock. Signed by the artist and also by the artist’s 
son on its back, the circa 1897 work was in the 
artist’s estate. It came to the sale from another 
estate, that of Richard A. Long. (For more infor-
mation about him, see “African-American Art 
Sale Features Richard A. Long’s Collection,” 
M.A.D., January 2015, p. 26-B.)

Brooklyn Bridge and Dockworkers by Palmer Hayden (1890-
1973) sold to a collector for $30,000, its high estimate. The 
22" x 28" oil on canvas dates from 1940-50.

Lobsterville Beach, Loïs Mailou Jones (1905-1998), 26" x 
32", oil on canvas, 1945, $62,500.

David C. Driskell (b. 1931), Two Pines 
(Two Trees), 48" x 40", oil on canvas, 1961, 
$47,500.

Untitled (The Hook Shot) by Ernie Barnes (1938-
2009) came from a private California collection 
and sold to an institution for yet another record, 
$30,000, double its high estimate. The 16" x 20" 
acrylic on canvas dates from circa 1971.

Glory by Elizabeth Catlett (1915-2012) 
sold to a collector for $57,500 (est. 
$25,000/35,000). The 14" x 9½" x 10" 
cast bronze dates from 1981. It is 
from the first part of an edition of 
nine; the last ones were completed 
by 2006. The sitter was Glory Van 
Scott (b. 1947). A principal dancer 
with the Katherine Dunham, Agnes 
DeMille, and Talley Beatty dance 
companies, Scott appeared on Broad-
way in House of Flowers (1954), Kwamina 
(1961), and The Great White Hope (1968), 
off Broadway in Billy Noname (1970), and, 
in the film Rhythm of the Saints (2003). She 
also played the “Rolls Royce Lady” in the 
1974 film The Wiz.

An untitled painting by graphic 
designer Marion Sampler (1920-
1998) sold for a new record price 
for works by the artist, $20,000 (est. 
$8000/12,000). The oil on canvas is 
48" square and came from a private 
California collection. The painting 
went to an institution.


