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Boston Museum Buys John

Axelrod's African-American Art

Collection

by Jeanne Schinto
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The Museum of Fine Arts,

Boston (MFA) has acquired the

African-American art collection

of John P. Axelrod. Although - R ¥

the retired attorney has donated 4 » " B F

hundreds of works to the MFA, | S oS o SRONSEANDER
this time it's a purchase, not a ' ”

gift. A museum press release did | STEVEN S. POWERS
not give the dollar figure,and  John Axelrod and Nonie

Axelrod told M.A.D., "I can talk Gadsden, the MFA's Carolyn and

about anything except prices."  Peter Lynch Curator of American

Nevertheless, the Boston Globe Decorative Arts and Sculpture, at

has estimated the deal to be a an art and design show in Boston
"discounted” $5 to $10 million.

Axelrod said he acquired the ,

works in this collection over the “WA\“Z_‘\"‘IA-LL\‘)A:SK‘Z‘;\‘;\K'
last 18 years "at a pretty even _ ‘;:; AT A\'{;ZL /\ l
pace." They span the periods . 4 f ‘, 2 nnua
from the mid-19th century's { _‘ Bl =  ‘ _ Dclawarc
Robert Scott Duncanson to the ; | [y 4 Antiqucs
20th century's Jacob Lawrence, == m _" i ' Menl S“h ’
Romare Bearden, John Biggers, - —— — VoW
Hale Woodruff, and Beauford
Delaney. At least two living
artists, Kerry James Marshall (b.
1955) and Betye Saar (b. 1926),

are included in the mix. The

John Biggers (1924-2001),
Shotguns, 1983-86, charcoal and
conté crayon drawing.
Provenance: Michael Rosenfeld
to John Axelrod collection. One
of the latest works in the
collection, it relates to the artist's
1987 oil and acrylic painting of
the same name that went to a

works are oil paintings, works
on paper, and three-dimensional
objects-sculpture, ceramics,
glass, and mixed-media
assemblages.

The collector named as "a very

important mentor” the New collector for a new artist’s record
York City dealer Michael of $216,000 at Swann Galleries

on October 8, 2009. In each case,
exhibition Affican-American ~ the title refcl:s to thc. shotgun-
Art: 20¢ch-Century style of housing depicted.
Masterworks, November 18,

1993-February 12, 1994, was a
revelation to Axelrod.

Rosenfeld, whose gallery’s

Regarding the MFA's acquisition
of the Axelrod collecton,
Swann's Nigel Freeman said, "It's

"John walked in, and I very significant—a tremendous
recognition of the important

Rosenfeld recalled by cell phone contn'.bution? of African-
from his stand at Miami's Ar¢ AAmerican artists by one of the

Basel in December 2011. "He country’s major art n.luscums- Ic
was very emotional. He said, al.so places the MFA 111 t!lc

'My God, Michael! What are highest ranks of institutional
collections of African-American

remember the look on his face,”

these paintings? I don't
recognize any of the artists.' I

told him about who they were.
He came back the next day and
bought five of the best."

One was a major oil painting,
Cocktails by Archibald Motley
Jr., that had already been placed
on loan at the MFA when this
purchase took place. Two others
were large drawings of a
clarinetist and a trumpet player

by Charles White that Axelrod Archibald Motley Jr. (1891-

used to have hanging between 1981), Cocktails, circa 1926, oil

the windows of his Back Bay on canvas. Provenance: Michael

Boston condominium. Rosenfeld to John Axclrod
collection. This painting, already
on loan at the MFA when the
acquisition went through, is
hanging in the John P. Axelrod
Gallery, which is devoted to mid-
20th-century decorative arts. In
2009 Axelrod donated his 377-
piece American modern
collection to the MFA.

"That began his education and
his collection,” said Rosenfeld.
"John has built so many of his
collections viscerally, and his
taste is so good, he bought the
most remarkable things. But
that's how it all began—looking
at the art, loving the art.”

Axelrod also named two women
as important to his collection's
development. One is Samella
Lewis, an artist in her own right
and an author whose many
books he added to his research
library that has been donated to
the museum. "She taught for
years. She knows it all,” said

Axelrod. He tracked down the
other woman, Corrine Jennings,

owner of New York City's Hale Woodruff (1900-1980), Big
Kenkeleba House, through Wind in Georgia, 1933-36, oil on
catalogs she had written. "She ~ masonite. Provenance: Michael

was very generous with her Rosenfeld to John Axelrod

time," Axelrod said. collection.

Jennings, when asked about the
importance of the MFA's
acquisition, put it into historical
context. "Boston has been a
major center of culture, because
those New England states with
coastlines were so involved with
the slave traftic—they built
fortunes,” she said. "[John
Singleton] Copley painted
portraits of some major slave
traders. He painted a portrait of
a minister from Rhode Island,
where I grew up. I went to

Eldzier Cortor (b. 1916), Still-
Life: Past Revisited, 1973, oil on
canvas. Provenance: Michael

Rosenfeld to John Axelrod

collection.

Sunday school with two girls
whose family worked on his
plantation. They had his same

name.”

These men and their class, she

continued, "were very ignorant

of African-American culture in history. So during the lifetimes of some
of the artists in John Axelrod's collection, they would not have been
allowed entry into the museum. Certainly, Edward Mitchell Bannister
was one who would not have been allowed in."

Among the earliest works in the 67-piece collection are Bannister's 1890
oil Workers in the Field and Duncanson's 1862 Lancaster, New
Hampshire, landscape. Next chronologically comes Henry Ossawa
Tanner's circa 1910 Street Scene, Tangiers. It joins another Tanner,
Interior of a Mosque, which entered the MFA's collection in 2005 by
way of Michael Rosenfeld.

Among the most important 20th-century works are an untitled charcoal
and gouache drawing from 1930 by leading Harlem Renaissance figure
Aaron Douglas and a 1951 black-and-white Abstract Expressionist oil by
Norman Lewis, Every Atom Glow: Electrons in Luminous Vibration.

In recent years, the African-American fine art department at Swann
Galleries in New York City has sold works by these and more than a
dozen other artists represented in the Axelrod collection for big prices at
auction, very often new records.

Of the market's strength, which has continued through the world's
recent financial difficulties, Axelrod said, "A lot of African-Americans
collect this art because it's part of their heritage. Then there are other
collectors—white, black, or otherwise—who collect it because, to have a
great American collection, you need these artists. Then there are the
museums, who are the last ones to the party. So there's a small supply of
the best pieces and three groups exerting purchasing pressure.”

Jennings added that because many of the artists' life circumstances were
difficult, they didn't create large bodies of work that are extant. "They
may have lost their studio or went through periods when they had to
make a choice between eating and painting, although most of them
would paint rather than eat.” That history has made their best works
unusually scarce, she said.

Rosenfeld, however, said he continues to offer works "as remarkable as
the ones that John collected years ago.” While the prices may not be
comparable, "masterpieces keep turning up.” For example, he recently
acquired an early (1948) Eldzier Cortor painting that has not been on the
market since collectors bought it in 1950 in Haiti.

Asked what African-American art he brought to Art Basel, Rosenfeld
said, "We decided to focus narrowly on sculpture, assemblage, and
collage, and although there were not a great number of African-
Americans working in those media, we brought works by Bearden,
Benny Andrews, Mel Edwards, and Harold Cousins. And it's here
alongside Elie Nadelman and Louise Nevelson. They're all just part of
American art.”

Eighteen 20th-century works by Afro-Brazilian artists—descendants of
slaves—are also part of the collection the MFA acquired from Axelrod.
By definition, these South American works are "African-American” just
as much as North American works, but the term itself is problematic.
Axelrod and Rosenfeld envision a day when such a category will cease to
exist, because no distinctions along racial lines will need to be made.

Axelrod said, "The basic thing I'm always trying to tell people is, it's
American art by African-American artists. They are Americans. Is Mary
Cassatt a Woman-American? It's crazy. And the other thing is, aside from
the diversity angle, the museum wants the collection because you can't
have a great collection of American art without some of these artists.
Period. End of story. You can't have a great Abstract Expressionist
collection without Norman Lewis. So he had higher melanin levels. Big

deal.”

Jennings, however, likes the term. "African-Americans were a separate
and unequal part of the United States for the majority of its history," she
said. "In some instances you could even extend that to right now. When
museums like the MFA do exhibits that include works by African-
Americans, it's important for people, especially young people, children,
and students, to know that they're there, and for them to be correctly
labeled and seen in context.” She laughed. "I know John won't like my
comments, but that's what I always tell him."

Now that this collection is gone from Axelrod's condo, that doesn't mean
his walls are bare-far from it. In the last two years, he has become a
collector of graffiti art of the early 1980's by artists such as Crash (b. John
Matos, 1961), Dondi (Donald Joseph White, 1961-1998), and Keith
Haring, along with "Loisada” (Lower Eastside) artists Martin Wong,
David Wojnarowicz, and Richard Hambleton.

Meanwhile, the MFA has lost no time in getting some of the African-
American art up on its walls. Seven works are currently on display in its
Art of the Americas wing in proximity to works by Norman Rockwell,
Edward Hopper, Alice Neel, Georgia O'Keefte, Jackson Pollock, George
Bellows, and Andrew Wyeth. There is "no set end date for their removal,”
said MFA media manager Amelia Kantrovitz.

For more information, see the MFA Web site (www.mfa.org).

Beauford Delaney (1901-
1979), Greene Street, 1940,
oil on canvas. Provenance:
Corrine Jennings to John
Axelrod collecton.

Eldzier Cortor, Environment,
1947, oil on board. Provenance:

Michael Rosenfeld to John
Axelrod collection.
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