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The Hunger for 20th-Century
Artworks Continues
by Jeanne Schinto
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Skinner, Inc., Boston, Massachusetts
Photos courtesy Skinner
Twentieth-century works were once again in high demand at Skinner.
Prints by Andy Warhol, Edward Hopper, Sol LeWitt, Roy Lichtenstein,
Ed Ruscha, and Frank Stella all did well at the Mne art sale in the auction
house’s Boston gallery on September 11. So did a collage in acrylic paint
and torn, pasted papers on canvas by Robert Motherwell. Titled Night
Music Opus #24, the black, green, and mustard-colored abstraction had
been owned by the Dedalus Foundation from 1991 until 2003, after
which it went into a private Massachusetts collection. Estimated at
$40,000/60,000, the 1989 work sold on the phone for $116,850 (with
buyer’s premium). Its new owner is a dealer, said Skinner department
head Robin S.R. Starr.
Hopper’s Evening Wind was signed, titled, and inscribed with a price
from days long gone by, “$30.” Estimated at $15,000/20,000, the etching
on heavy wove paper sold on the phone for a fair price for today, $67,650.
“The impression we had was very strong,” Starr said of the 1921 print
that, like the Motherwell, had come from a private collection. “However,
it had been in a fairly ‘moisture-rich’ environment and had quite a bit of
foxing. Given its condition, we were very conservative with the estimate.”

Evening Wind by Edward Hopper (1882-1967) went to a phone bidder
for $67,650. The 1921 etching on heavy wove paper with partial Umbria
watermark has a plate size of 6 15/16" x 8 5/8".

Night Music Opus #24 by Robert Motherwell (1915-1991) was the top
lot, going at $116,850 (est. $40,000/60,000). Initialed and dated
“RM/89” and titled on the back, the 32½" x 25½" work is in acrylic and
pasted papers on canvas mounted on board.

Some of the sale’s other best 20th-century sellers, e.g., the prints by
Warhol, LeWitt, Ruscha, and Stella, came from Citizens Bank of
Providence, Rhode Island. The bank had acquired them as a result of
acquiring other banks, said Starr. They weren’t artworks the bank had
collected.
Some of the best photographs (by Edward Weston, Imogen
Cunningham, Ansel Adams, Aaron Siskind, Ruth Bernhard, and Harry
Callahan) came from the estate of collector Calvin V. Guisti (19242010), also of Providence. “We’ve been working for the last eighteen
months to develop a market for photographs, and I think this was our
strongest group of photographs to date,” said Starr.
Two standouts among the paintings lots were by 20th-century artists
from the Middle East. An oil on canvas by Reuven Rubin, a well-known
Romanian-Israeli artist who became Israel’s Mrst ambassador to
Romania, went to a phone bidder for $61,500, just over the low estimate.
Titled Fisherman, the painting shows a silver-bearded man in black
outline with a net full of brightly colored Msh. There were overseas
competitors for this work, which was reminiscent of Chagall’s work, but
the successful bidder was in the United States, said Starr.
The other Middle Eastern painting was
an untitled abstraction in oil on canvas
board by Saliba Douaihy of Lebanon.
Given the painting’s Melds of color
(mainly aqua with strips of yellow,
orange, red and black) it is not
surprising to learn that Douaihy spent the 1950s among some of the
New York Abstract Expressionists including Mark Rothko and Ad
Reinhardt. The painting sold to a dealer for $49,200 (est.
$40,000/60,000).
Asked to comment on today’s market trends, a gallerist friend said,
“They are looking for art that isn’t too speciMc.” That would count out
wide swaths of the 19th century. “A lot of the nineteenth-century
European works are struggling,” Starr said. Nonetheless, a special one
sold well. An 1881 oil on cradled panel by José Jiménez y Aranda shows
two ajectionate couples, one young, the other old, in a room
sumptuously appointed and patterned with Oriental rugs and wallpaper.
The genre scene, titled Past and Present and beautifully painted, went to
a bidder overseas for $27,060 (est. $10,000/15,000).

Past and Present by José Jiménez y Aranda (Spanish, 1837-1903) went to
a bidder overseas for $27,060 (est. $10,000/15,000). The 1881 oil on
cradled panel measures 17½" x 24".

Rainy Day, Boston by Childe Hassam (1859-1935) fetched $28,290 (est.
$8000/10,000). Signed and dated “1886,” the drawing in ink and whiting
on paper with a sheet size of 4 3/8" x 7¾" was bound in a cloth-covered
autograph book. The calling card of the assembler of the book, Lyman
Horace Weeks, was pasted inside the front cover, which also shows a
label from Frost & Adams, an artists’ supply firm in Boston where many
luminaries of the period did their shopping. The Hassam shows Boston’s
Columbus Avenue, a scene he painted many times. One of those works,
Columbus Avenue, Rainy Day, is in the collection of the Worcester Art
Museum in Worcester, Massachusetts. That oil on canvas is dated 1885.
Schinto photos.

Several exceptional 19th-century works by Americans inspired bidders
too. One was Rainy Day, Boston by Childe Hassam. Signed and dated
“1886,” the little drawing in ink and whiting was bound in a clothcovered autograph book assembled by Lyman Horace Weeks (18511942), an American genealogist, historian, and editor whose papers
reside at the New York Public Library. The book contains 12 original
sketches in all, but none of the other artists represented are nearly as well
known as Hassam. “We gave it a conservative estimate because it was
bound in a book,” said Starr. “How do you display it?” Presumably the
buyer, who paid $28,290, has the answer to that question.
In past years these September art sales at Skinner often had catalogs that
were phone book size. The selling started at noon and didn’t end until
late in the evening, sometimes with only a minimal break. Those days are
past, just as phone books are now passé. This sale was under 500 lots
total; the approximately 135 lots of prints and photographs took only
two hours or so to get on and oj the block, giving everyone a nice long
breather before the paintings and sculpture went up at four. I’d
characterize the process as much more civilized, with everything over in
time for dinner at eight.
What’s dijerent is that lately, in addition to the live sale, there is an
online-only segment that ends a few days later. The online-only lots
(with estimates typically $1500 or less) do not appear in the print catalog
but can be previewed in person along with the live auction’s ojerings.
For more information, contact Skinner at (617) 350-5400 or see the
website (www.skinnerinc.com).

Crying Girl by Roy Lichtenstein (1923-1997) realized $35,670 (est.
$15,000/20,000). The image size of the 1963 color offset lithograph on
paper is 17 3/8" x 23 3/8".

Ship by Ed Ruscha (b. 1937) went to a phone bidder for $28,290 (est.
$7000/9000). From a 1986 edition of 30, this lithograph in brown on
paper has an image/sheet size of 45" x 33 7/8".

Stars—Dark Center, asuite of seven works by Sol LeWitt (1928-2007),
fetched $9225 (est. $5000/7000). Each of this group of etchings with
aquatint in black and gray on paper has a plate size of 17 7/8" x 17 7/8".
The edition of ten plus proofs is from 1983.

This Pop Art piece is a wool Aubusson weaving in white, gray, and black.
Titled Zebra, the 58¾" x 83¾" wall hanging by Victor Vasarely (19061997) sold for $15,990 (est. $7000/9000).

Nude with Ropes by photographer Frantisek Drtikol (Czech, 1883-1961)
was the top lot of the photographs. It sold to a phone bidder for
$10,455 (est. $12,000/18,000). From a private California collection, the
1930 gelatin silver print has an image/sheet size of 11¼" x 8 7/8".

A phone bidder took this White Mountains view with a red glow of fire
or reflected light by Albert Bierstadt (1830-1902) for $22,140 (est.
$10,000/15,000). The 7¾" x 13¼" oil on cardboard was signed and
inscribed “White Mts. N.H.”

Reclining Figure by John Singer Sargent (1856-1925) brought $31,980
(est. $15,000/20,000). The unsigned black charcoal and pencil on light
tan laid paper had sold at Swann Galleries on June 12, 2008, for
$16,800 (est. $2000/3000). The sheet size of this drawing with its
unusual perspective is 24 5/8" x19".

Coast of Capri by William S. Haseltine (1835-1900) sold for $15,990 (est.
$3000/5000). Signed, dated, and inscribed “Rome ’94,” the oil on canvas
measures 29½" x 24½".
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