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Aaron Douglas Painting Brings
Record $600,000

by Jeanne Schinto

 

Swann Galleries, New York City

by Jeanne Schinto

A painting by Harlem Renaissance Igure Aaron Douglas was the top lot
by far at Swann Galleries on February 19 at its African-American art sale.
Building More Stately Mansions, estimated at $100,000/150,000, sold
for $600,000 (includes buyer's premium), a new auction record for the
artist. The buyer was the RISD (Rhode Island School of Design)
Museum in Providence, Rhode Island.

"This is the Irst signiIcant work of his that has ever come to auction,"
said Nigel Freeman, head of Swann's African-American art department,
founded in February 2006. "It was a great discovery, and the interest we
had from institutions certainly validated that. It went from being quietly
adored in a private home to our gallery, where several museums and
major institutions fought for it. There was interest all across the country."

The painting relates directly to a celebrated Douglas work of the same
name that belongs to Fisk University in Nashville, Tennessee. Both were
completed in 1944 while Douglas was teaching art at Fisk. Each depicts a
series of grand architectural structures in styles ranging from classical to
modern. Pyramids, temples, steepled churches, and skyscrapers are
superimposed with silhouetted African-American Igures. Some of the
Igures are laborers handling tools; others are children studying a globe.
In the heavens overseeing it all is a kind of Great Being with Egyptian
features. The image is visionary, linking African-Americans with their
ancient African heritage, their sweat with human achievements through
the ages, and their future accomplishments with education.

Fisk commissioned Douglas to paint its Building More Stately Mansions
for its International Student Center. It is 54" x 42". The other, which
descendants of a Douglas colleague at Fisk consigned to Swann, is 20" x
16", but the smaller painting is not merely a copy. There are important
di`erences in color, composition, and content choices. Besides standing
on its own as a Inished work, it's of great interest to scholars, since it
shows the artist's creative process as he moved from one scale to the other
and into the particular modern aesthetic for which he is rightly famous.

At the auction, Hope Alswang, director of the RISD Museum, sat about
four rows from the front and did her own bidding. "There was a
moment, particularly when we were going through the three hundred
thousands, when I could literally feel my heart beating," she said. "It was
just so great when the hammer fell, and we had it." The unidentiIed
underbidder was in the room.

"Our collection is very strong in mid-twentieth-century African-
American arts, but we didn't have an important oil," said Alswang,
speaking by phone from her obce after the sale. "We have been waiting
literally years for an important Harlem Renaissance work. We wanted
something that spoke clearly to the issues of the creation of an African-
American aesthetic. This was just a perfect picture for us."

Alswang had anticipated paying a very strong price. "There are so many
people interested in Douglas's work right now," she said, citing Aaron
Douglas: African American Modernist, a retrospective organized by
Susan Earle and coordinated by Stephanie Fox Knappe, currently on
national tour. Fisk's Building More Stately Mansions is part of that
exhibit.

"Douglas also embodies the really powerful regionalism of the period,"
Alswang said. "So this also Ills another gap of ours. We don't have a
Thomas Hart Benton, for instance. So for all those reasons, I can't tell
you how exciting it was to get this picture. Everybody in the room was
very gracious. It was great to tell them it was going to a really important
public collection and that this was a fulIllment of a dream for the
museum."

Douglas artworks truly are a public marketplace rarity. Until 2006, there
were no auction records at all for him. "Aaron Douglas next to never
comes up," said John P. Axelrod of Boston, who has been collecting
works by African-American artists for 15 years. So it was all the more
noteworthy that this sale featured four.

Sensing that the price of Building More Stately Mansions would "go way,
way out," Axelrod instead had his eye on an early black-and-white
gouache by Douglas that was the catalog's cover lot. The Emperor Jones,
a study for Douglas's commissioned woodblock series of illustrations for
Eugene O'Neill's play, was completed in 1926, when the artist was still in
his twenties. O'Neill's antihero, based on Haiti's Toussaint Louverture, is
shown in balletic silhouette against a backdrop of jagged, menacing
foliage in a West Indian jungle. Swann's estimate was $35,000/50,000.
Chased by Axelrod via an agent, along with numerous other bidders,
including institutions, it went to another unidentiIed collector at
$90,000.

"When signiIcant paintings that deIne the artist come to auction, like
these, they're going to really attract a lot of attention," Freeman said.

Yet two more Douglas works did not create the kind of stir that the Irst
two did. One was Seated Man with Head Resting, painted by Douglas
circa 1935. The artist's Igurals have long been upstaged by his murals
and illustration projects, and they were again here. From a private Florida
collection, the portrait was sold to an institution for $36,000, well within
estimate.

The fourth and Inal Douglas was a Haitian landscape from a private
California collection. It is one of the few paintings known today from
the artist's travels in the West Indies in 1938, shortly before he joined the
Fisk faculty. Douglas showed the oil on canvas at a solo exhibit in New
York in 1939. In 1966 it was included in an important early exhibit of
African-American art at UCLA, The Negro in American Art. But
bidders wouldn't meet the reserve for a painting of the sort that Douglas
just isn't known for. Estimated at $50,000/70,000, it failed to sell.

"Douglas did have this other side to his career, where his style was more
impressionistic," Freeman said. "And maybe in a di`erent context,
without three other works in the running, it would have done better. It's
still a very important painting, and I have already heard from a museum
that wants to contact the owners for a loan of it. So it will have more
exposure."

Swann has now devoted three sales exclusively to African-American art.
It remains the only auction house in the world with an African-
American art department. Its inaugural sale, which brought $2,368,358,
was held February 6, 2007. (See "First Ever African-American Art
Auction Sets 17 Artist Records," M.A.D., May 2007, p. 1-B.) The second
sale was held October 4, 2007, when 94 works from the Golden State
Mutual Life Insurance Company, one of the oldest African-American-
owned insurance companies in the country, realized $1.54 million.

That second sale set 31 more new artists' records, including ones for
Charles White ($360,000), Hughie Lee-Smith ($216,000), and John
Biggers ($96,000). Swann also set records at that time for lesser-known
artists, including Beulah Woodard, Richard Wyatt, Samella Lewis,
Varnette P. Honeywood, John T. Riddle, and William E. Pajaud. At least
for now, the auction house continually makes new records in this Ield,
because in many cases it is establishing the Irst and only auction prices
for these artists.

That's not to say their works haven't been sold by private dealers for
decades. The cover article of Art + Auction magazine's February 2008
issue names as pioneer dealers June Kelly, Peg Alston, Bridget Moore,
and Danny Simmons, all of New York City. A Ifth New York City dealer
and a major underbidder at this sale, Michael Rosenfeld, has been calling
attention to African-American artists since at least 1993, when his gallery
showed African-American Art: Twentieth Century Masterworks.

The same article mentions as longtime collectors Calvin Hill, the former
Dallas Cowboy; his son Grant Hill, who plays basketball for the Phoenix
Suns; and Ilmmaker Spike Lee and his wife, Tonya Lewis Lee.

Freeman was asked if any of those recognized names bought at this sale or
the others. "Given the privacy issues, I can say only that we have attracted
the attention of major collectors in this area. And it's not only people
who collect African-American art; it's people who collect American art in
general who, like the museums, are realizing they don't have works by
these artists and are trying to include them now. It's very exciting."

In terms of dollars, this was Swann's most successful African-American
art sale, tallying $2,698,658, but the buy-in rate was 35%. Of the 270 lots
o`ered, 176 sold, and the aggregate estimate of $3,749,000/5,518,500
was not approached, let alone breached.

Asked for his analysis, Freeman said, "This was an ambitious, major sale.
To be o`ering so many works at the same time means there are going to
be some choices made. So some artists didn't fare as well as we'd hoped.
We're still growing and will continue to grow. We're still deIning the
market."

At the Irst Swann sale of this kind, a carved mahogany sculpture by
Elizabeth Catlett, Nude Torso, made a record when it sold to a collector
for $120,000. The artist, who is in her nineties and lives in Mexico, has
produced sculpture in wood, mostly of the female nude, since the mid-
1950's, but that consignment from a private New York collection was
believed to be the Irst Catlett sculpture ever to come to auction. This
time Torso, Portrait of Joan, made of Ired terra cotta, came to the sale
from a New Mexico collection. It sold for $216,000, but two others with
six-Igure estimates, Ired terra-cotta Head and Sister in green marble,
were bought in.

Charles White's Lo, I am Black, a charcoal and crayon drawing on cream
illustration board from 1978, also failed to sell (est. $200,000/300,000).
Hale Woodru`'s Europa and the Bull, a circa 1958 abstract oil on canvas,
did not sell at the auction but did so immediately afterward, going to an
institution for $120,000. Yet another artist record price, it eclipsed the
one Swann set for him at its February 2007 sale.

There were ten other Woodru` artworks o`ered this time; six failed to
sell. "It was in e`ect a Woodru` retrospective," said Freeman. "We had
paintings of his from Paris, Atlanta, and the New York school of
abstraction. That last category is, right now, the top of his market. That
material is going to command the biggest prices. We're still seeing people
learn more about the artist's career as a whole. As collectors do with other
artists, they will eventually gravitate to other periods and recognize the
value of those, but we're not there yet. In the future I have no doubt that
their value will grow."

A new artist record was also established for Beauford Delaney, whose
untitled abstract oil on canvas from 1958 came to the sale from the estate
of Lawrence P. Dorsey (1919-2007), a New York City dealer, collector,
framer, and patron of the African-American arts. Chosen as Swann's
back cover lot, the example from the artist's "yellow" period during his
early years in Paris was bought by a collector for $102,000.

John Axelrod, among others, envisions a day when there won't be a need
for African-American art sales, because no distinctions along racial lines
will be made. "I think what Swann is doing is very important. In order to
get things going, I think an emphasis like this is required," he said. "But I
also think at some point these things have to be integrated into the
whole.

"Would More Stately Mansions have done better, the same, or worse if it
had been in a general auction of major American paintings of that
period? I don't know the answer, but ultimately, you get to that
question. People say to me, 'Oh, you collect African-American art.' And I
say, 'No, I collect American art by African-American artists.'"

Freeman was asked if he anticipated the African-American art
department at Swann outliving its usefulness. "The issue came up when
we started this department, " he said, "but I think the current need for it
is clear." He named other important artists of color besides Catlett and
Douglas who had no auction records until Swann established them.

"Why haven't they come to auction before? Part of the reason is that
most of the best collections are still in private hands, and those collectors
have been waiting for a place to sell. The secondary market at auction is
an important role to play. We're establishing a public forum with prices
that are benchmarks for these artists. The prices are also important for
insurance and appraisal purposes. Of course, there will be more of these
artists included in regular auctions as they get this kind of exposure here."

Swann's next African-American art sale is scheduled for autumn. For
more information, call (212) 254-4710; Web site
(www.swanngalleries.com).
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