Art & Antiques
March2008

MARCH 200

FOR COLLECTORS OF THE FINE AND DECORATIVE ARTS

ANTIQUES

........

CHAIM GROSS | ELLSWORTH KELLY | SHOP AMSTERDAM | PORTRAIT MINIATURES

THE 250 Tor COLLECTORS

Forum Gallery: 745 Fifth Avenue, Fifth Floor. New York. New York. 10151 Tel: 212.355.4545
Fax: 212.355.4547




THE HOME OF THE
SCULPTOR AND COLLECTOR
CHAIM GROSS 1s A SNAPSHOT
OF THENEW YORK ART SCENE

FROM THE 1920s THROUGH THE "50s.
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One of the more interesting arnist's collections
of the 20th ceatury was fotmed by the Ameri-
can modernist sculptor Chaim Gress, whao
probably began accuinutoting in the 1920s
while he was a young talent in New York and
continued up to his death in 991, His hald-
tngs, spanning such divene areas as Afncan
and Occanic. pre-Columtzan and 20th-ceniury
Ameeican and European aet, are stifl kept intact
i Gross's 7.500-square-foot Greenwich Vil
tage housc, which functions today as the home
of the Renee & Chaim Gross Foundation in
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New York, of which | am executive director.
The objects in Gross™s Rne art and tribal col-
lecizons number in the thousands and are
installed salon.style, or, in the casc of the sculp-
ture, crammed 1n cabincts, bookshelves and on
radistor covers on the third and fourth floors,
which were the family's living quarters, The
first threc fights of stairs are wallpapered with
fine art, mostly American and European Mod-
cenismy, while the last flight leading up to the
roof is densely packed with African and Oce-
ani¢ picces. Closets are stuffed. and even the
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In the third -Noor Bving room: Moses Soyer,
"Miml Gro11” (second row, firat from laft), 1962.N
and Kiton Avery, “Portzalt of Chalm Gros™n
(s@cond tow, second from (eft), 1944, Chalm Oross,
“Plnedppie Lamp,” <. 1935, and a YOrudd
beaded ccown (on lan side tadle).


https://Port.t-.11
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The 1hl:d-Noot living 100M contains such treasures 33 Red Grooms, “Round Porteadt of Mimé™
(10p, bolt), 1964; Morsden Hortiey, “Anomones” (se<ond row, third from left), 1929;
Raphsel Soyer, “Olrt With Red GIoves"™ (t0P row, soventh trom left), 1935,
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elevator walls are covered with prctures, Obvi-

ously, Gross was a compulsive collector, But he
acquired out of a deep passion for the art stself,
and he was guided by an impeccable eyve, one
thar sought out quatity. not names and stacus.
Entering Gross's home i like catering a time
warp. To a large extent the collfection tells che
story of the New York art world from the carly
1920s to 1961, Gross arrived n the United
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States in 1921 as a pennilesy Jewish immigrant
feom the Carpathian Mountains sn Austraa. In
196) he moved from West $05th Strect and
bought his Greenwich Village home. At this
point his major collecuing slowed down and his
collection was largely already defined.

By 1961 Gross had achicved fame and tor.
tune. Me had emerged as one of the nation’s
most famous sculptors, one of the great figura-

uve Modemists generally assigned by curators
and critics to an arustic panthcon that included
Gaston Lachgise. Ehe Nadelman and Williamn
Zorach. Such major metropolitan muscums as
the Museinm of Madern Art, the Metropolitan
Muscum of Art. The Brooklyn Muscum and
the Whitney Muscum of American Art avidly
collected Gross's sculptures. He had been a
“living cxhibind ac the 1939 New York World's

Fair. where he carved sculpruees during the run

of the event and was featured in o Life maga-

2ine story 1n 1951, He had won award afrer

award, including second prize at the Metropol-

itan Muscum of Are's 1942 “Arusts for Vie-

toryi cxhibition. He had numerous shows atn
conuncrcial galleries, eventually being repre-

sented in his later years by Foruin Gallery in

New York, which handles his estate todasy.
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While Grose's new home had been built in
1838 as a staicly townhouse, it had evolved
into an art storage facility by the nime it came
to his attention. To acquire the building, Gross
sold a painting from his collection, Joscph Stel-
12’5 ~ Madonna of Concey !sland,” to the Metro-
politan Muscum of Art, where the picture
hangs today. Gross had stumbled across theu
work in a frame shop and like much of the artu
in his collection, he had paid a pittance for it:u
$180 plus one of his own prints.u

Gross's sharp eye constantly led him to work
that was being overlooked or ignored. like the
Stella. He made such radical purchases as “The
Hunter.” an oil by the sclf-taught Afrtcan-u
Amenican artist Horace Pippin, and (). Lamsu

Gugliclms's 1938 paintng “the Mungry,”
acquired by trade with the artist's widow. Ile
bought four Marsden Hartley oils. including
the artise’s l3st painitng, at a time when Hartley
was not fashionable. A large portion of Gross's
collection came through trades. Social and
popular. he was consrantly exchangmg work
with hix friends and acquaintances, who
included such famous inodernists as John Gra-
hain, Arshile Gorky, Adolph Gotilich, Max
Weber, Milton Avery, Willens de Koontng, Fer-
nand I.éger and George Grosz. And, of course,
he knew all of the major sculptors. including
L.achaisc. Nadclman {who was his tcacher at
the Beaux-Arts Institute of Design). John Fla.
nagan, Zorach, Jacques Lipschitz and Alexan-

der Archipenko. His mtimate circle aincluded

Raphacl and Mases Sayer, David Burliuk and

Peter Blume, artists who. along with Gotslich,

he met at the art school at the Educational Alli-

ance on the Lower East Side, where he enrolled

upon araiving from Austria, Other friends were

Abraham Walkowitz, the surrealist Federico

Castellon, the aging and overlooked painter

Louis-Michel Elshemius, the Precisionist Fean-u
as Criss, Robert Gwathmey and Stuar: Davis.u
In addition to works by all of these artists, hisu
collection includes early paintings and draw-u
ings by Louise Nevelson, who was his studentu
at the Educational Alliance. And then thercu
were the many smart buys, like the Josephu
Stella: wonlls by Picasso, Matisse, Toulouse-u
Lautrec, Henry Moore, Jacob Epstein. Amedeou
Modigliani. Jean Mecranger, Ernst Barlach,

Max Ernst, Roberto Matta, André Derain and

Jules Pascin, to mention but a handful. Decades

before it Iecame fashionable, he collected

works by African-American artists including

Jacob Lawrence, Romare Bearden and Benny

Andrews. Rounding out his fine art collection

arc paintings and sculpture by his daughter

Mimi Gross, as well as paintings by her former

husband, Red Grooms.

Because Grosy was indifferent to art-work
taste, he could collect realist images by Reg
nald Marsb. Raphacl Sover and Guglichim ang
daringly hang them next to cutting-cdge med
ernist 3bstraction by Geaham, Gorky and d
Kooning, expressionists works hy Grosz an
Hantley and unscttling surrealiss images he
Ernst and Castellon. And Gross did not jus
acquice signature works. In addition 1o a clas
sic surrealise frottage by Emst. for example, b
bought a beautiful 1916 synthetic Cuhist paint
ing, the kind of image that most collector
would never consider because it pre.date
Eenst's mature work. Also in his collection 3
an carly Stuart Davis oil from 1922, a Cubis
work that Gross described by saytng in a 198.
Connoissenr magazine article. “1 love the beau
riful design, the subdued colors and hiarmony.
Many of Gross's pictures are pareraits of Gros
himself. by Soyer and Avery, for example, ant
a large number of works are inscribed to him
Minor artists hang next to the fainous. whil
priuts and drawings theive alongside painting
and sculpture. For Gross thete was no luerar
chy of style, artisi, or medium. Collecting wa
about quality. and it was an addiction. *1 ge
high on the feeling when 1 buy a good picce,’
Gross said in the Conneisseur article,

Symbulic of Gross’s daring and indepenu
dence swas his carly collecting of African ant. |
is not known when he first acquired in tht
ficld. but mast likely it was in rhe late 1920s o
the 19305, By the late 1920s, Gross was mak
ing sculptures of “Negresses,” as he titler
them, and while the works do not look Afe
can, sonie of his pieces froin a few years catlic
do. Hardly anyonc tn America was scriousl
collecting this matcrial by 1930, the few excep
tions including Albert C. Barnes of Merior
Pennsyivania, and Frank Crowninshicld, thu
cditorial dircctor of Candé Nast. John Grau
ham, onc of Gross's closest friends, puttogetheu
Crowninshicld’s collection. traveling regularlu
to Paris on buying trips. It may have been Grau
ham who got Gross intcremted in tnibal an
although Max Weber. another close friencu
who brought the first African picces 1o Newu
York from Paris in 1909, is another possiblu
catalyst.  Gross's interest also could havu
stemmed from his visaits tothe Wevhe Gallen.u

Chalm Gross in My 11udio, 19804. Faciag: Chalm Grois’s *The Novice™ (at loft). 194), and ~Victonis®
(right), 1951, In the lint-ftoor gallery with sunkon studio.
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A selection of Atrican reilquary ligures,

Inch Q9 Senuto, B
workkeg on a sculpture, 1950s. Facing: A coltectionl

and Fang. Chaim Gross

of tallquaty figuren, Including Fang, Kota,
Osyeba and Nbaka. and an oval diaplay
ot 13 Dan passport maiks (on wall).

Lexington Avenue bookshop that had African
art in the back room. Regardiessof the source.
by the 1940s Gross had acquired many of the
magor picees n his collection, some of which
he bought from Crownwnshicld when he dis-
salved his collection m the 19405, including a
great Ngbaka guardian figure, one of his two
great Fang reliquary fgutes, two Kongo mirror
fetish figures, a Teke fetish figure, a Dan mask
and several Kota reliquary figures. From Weyhe
he bought i1 Yaka mask that had been in the
famous Himinelheber cullection in Heidelberg.
In the 1950s he bought the fint of his three
Benin bronzes. Overall he boughe over a thou-
sand African works. not counting the thou-
sands of Ashanti gold weights-—small bronze
or brass sculptures illustrating African para-
bles and used to weigh gold dust.

At first it may scem that the African material
has nothing to do with the rest of Gross's an
collection. unt! we remember the importam
role that tribal art played in the cvolution of
Modernism, beginning with Picasso, Matisse,
Derain and Maurice de Viaminek, among oth-
ers. African art was a2 major intluence un Mod-
<rnism, and its practitioners thought of Atrican
artists as kindred spirits because of therr
emphasis on abstraction.

Here m Gross's home we get 3 representa-
tion of the real New York art world, not the
onc found in the art history survey books. On
its walls are the artists of the period as well as
their sources and influcnees. GrossH collection
reminds us that the are world was not just
Gorky, de Kooning and David Smith iwhom
Graham hited to make the bases for Crownin-
shield's African art). but it also consisted of the
Soyers, Gugliclmi, Rurliuk, Graham, Joc Sof-
man, Castellon, Ben-Zion, Jacob bawrence
and Milton Avery, to mention but a few of the
hundreds of artists represented in Gross's col-l
lecion. We are reminded that Léger was 1n
New York during the war and that Emse,
Grosz, Archipenko and Lipschitz were refugees
as well. We are reminded that all of these seem-
ingly diverse antists were in cach other's stu-
dios, hanging out in bars and cafés, or in the
case of Gross, sitting around a dining room
table, which was a weekend ritual for the artist

and his family. We are eeminded that the ar
world was small in 1960, these arnists were u
constant dialogue with one anather and the
talked about and looked at African an as wel
as that by great European masters such a
Picasso and Matisse.

Lasely, we are reminded that the art worls
was infinitely mare layered and itucresting thar
history has fed us to believe, and that in orde
to create a complete and accurate picrure of th
period. onc that fully takes into account all o
the historical. social and political forces mold
ing Amcrican art, scholars are gaing to have t
look at all of these artists, many of whom ar
forgotten or overlooked. Such a thorouyl
perusal of the period would reveal such art-his
torical nuggets as a two-person ¢xhibition o
Chaim Gross and Arshile Gorky at the now
forgotten midtown Guild Are Gallesy in 1936

Today’s art history would scem to mak
Gorky and Gross strange bedfellows, despnt
the fact they were friends. But the truth is thei
acsthetic inierests and social background over
lap considerably. Both were Modernists, dedi
cated to absracting and  emphasizing
formalist vocabulary, and both received majo
commissions from the WA, Both were reful
gees from a harsh Europe—Gorky tlecing fron
the Ortomon Empire’s genocide of the Arme
nians during World War 1, Gross escaping th
brutal savagery of the Russian Cossacks dunin,
that same war, And both brought their Furo
pran expericnee to bear on their are, in Gorky'
case & nostalgia for Armenia and the powerfu
cemotions stemming from the genocide (hi
mother died in his arms m a Russian refuge
<amp), 1 Gross's an art that attempts to con
rect the ovils of the world by showing human
supponiing oae another, often m the form o
acrohats who heavily rely on onc another
achieve their magical periormances. Many o
the artivs tn Gross's collection were, like Gros
and Gorky, inmuigrants who worked for th
WPA and struggled, like most New York art
1515, to cke out a hiving during the Depression.

Gross's walls ace filled with fascinating sto
rics that beg to be told. storics that will fles|
out our understanding of the perivd, making u
rcalize how rich and complex ir really was, &
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