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Above: The living room, with Ruby (ieft)
and stela perched picturesquely on a chair
O the ials, drawings and textils; on table.
in background, Yoruba beaded crowns.
‘Above right: Beaded objects from Afica,
Including a Yoruba diviner's bag,

s o four times  week, instilling in bim a

SANDY BESSER STILL TAKES A CHILD'S DELIGHT
INART, as if each thing his eyes alight on is new and
wondrous. Nearly 4,000 picces of are are displayed in
his house: drawings, sculpture, contemporary ceramic
teapors (as well as some made of things as diverse as
cactus and quilred fabric), antique sl

 he talks about an object, his voice drops to
an awed whisper tinged with both the pride and the
ion, though vast and wide-ranging
ollections, has a unity imposed b
sonality: an acschetic impulse toward
che figure and the vessel, and an insistence that

among many other things, a gloriously fragile

Chinese robe, sculpred phalluses from four differen

councries in Southeast Asia, and an 11¢h-cencury

Burmese slingshot. Yet the collection is nor, he

insists, eclectic. To him the word “cclectic” suggests
lack of focus, low standards, a slipshod mind.

« secs rules for his collection, and adhercs ©

chem. For each new piece he acquires, he donates three

ns. Anything he acquircs mu er than

else ofits kind that he already owns. When I
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ask him if he would buy a piece of
are chat does not fit inco one of his
carrent collections, Besser responds,
“You mean, would I start a new col-
lection?” If he falls in love with
something new, he says, he doesn'c
want just one. He collects in depth,
with a romancic’s desire t0 know
every facet of his beloved.

Besscr admires expertise, intellec-

tual rigor, decisiveness, and fine
crafismanship—in other words, he
admires people who know what
they're doing and are good at it. He
himselfis one of those people. Art &
Anigues magazine named him one of
the top 100 collectors in America;
his art library is enormous, and he
devores long hours to research. He has litcle patience with dilectancism, sloppines, or mediocrity
n he finds them, especially in the art world, he does not hesitate (o confront them head on.

Besscr has become notorious in Santa Fe for his outspoken opinions on the State of New Mexico

museum system. He served for two years as chairman of the board of the Museum of New Mexico

Foundaion,presiding over chree majosaccomplshmens: more than enough money vas aised
build Milner Plaza; che Apacke Dancer sculptu

ime & permanent fixture there; and millions of
ollars’ worth of Native American arc were transferred, after decades of infighting, from the School
of American Rescarch to the Museu of Indian Arts and Culture rom the board in

Above: A cluster of objects that

appeal to Besser on a spiitual
level, including a castiron bow!
by Santa Fe's Tom Joyce (center).
Above left: Part of the collection
of kis handies from Indonesia.
Opposite page: The entry-hall

August 2002, not because of the falings he saw in the system, but because he was asked, in scrong
and threatening terms, to keep his opinions private. Sh e e
irritate, because, he says, “irication can lead to action
and say what other people merely chink.

Heis the person who is willing to stand up.

If Besser can't work for change from inside the system, he will call foul from the bleachers. He
regards the new complex of museum offices on Museum Hill as bureaucracic egocentrism, &

Continted o page 60

a sampling from
many of Besser's subcollections:
drawings, ceramic figurative
sculpture, contemporary Hispanic
art,baskets, turned-wood bowls,
Southeast Asian textiles, tribal

masks, and Indonesian beadwork.
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Consummate Collector
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m..w American Art Gallery

DAN JACKSON
Contemporary hand engraved ~|u|u‘5 silver overlay.
Ganado rug design buckle and ten conchos.

Paseo De Peralta * Santa Fe, NM:

JULIAN'S

RESTAURANT

diversion of funds that would be better

Museum of Indian Arcs an
and the M nation
Art, which he ra
his state, the
wm It irks him chac che Palace of
nors is perennially (and, in

plex sma
fourth
M

its administrac
hig

Cocrma D'Fraun ums in Albuquerque
Sering from 5:30 pm on and Ro s the multi-

221 SHELBY  SANTA FE, NM 87501  505.988.2355 o failure. He would prefer co

m hold its own drive,
and succeed or fil on its own merits.
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Besser would also like to see the
Foundation disburse its $12 million
endowment
concenerate its efforts on attracting
new members and improving che
museum gift shops.

The one New Mexico museum board
Besser serves on currently is that of
Rancho de las Golondrinas,  Spanish
colonial village 15 minutes’ drive from
Sanca Fe chat s also an active farming
operation. He describes it as “the most
fun board I've ever been on,” as well as
the most efficient and well-run. He is
one of only a few Anglos on the board.
‘The Hispanic culeure of Northern New
Mexicois, he says, “my favorice culcure,
and one of the main reasons he moved

o the four museums and

Sanca Fe.

Although Besser loves the Museum
of International Folk Arc, he dislikes
the term “folk art.” He also dislikes the
word “craft.” He finds the semantics of
art treacherous, implying a hierarchy
that he does not accept. “Good art is
finely crafted. Finely crafted pieces are
good art.” He is pleased that hs collec-

Los
Miradores

AN DAL LOCATION, RARILY ANLADLD
Thi 5,351 sqare foot, 4 b h o
g

id o et e e

indows 0 spe te inerior o the exteive paion ol
. & den ichen, kit oo snd sty
Comleeth lan. Th ot communiy les o
courts 2 swimming ool and bt .

Stiroon

DOUGHERTY

Cobanced by wo frpcs separte the e and

505.989.7741

cion
the vast rajorey of is drawings) wil
eventually go to the Fine Arts Museums
of San Francisco, where they may well
be displayed in the same room as 17¢h-
century Tralian paintings.

are changing,” he says, “and 1 like ©
chink I'm parc of a large number of
people helping museums change.” He
often lends works from his collections
o museums in Santa Fe and elsewhere.
(Sce sidebar, page 62.)

“Museums

BESSER IS NOT PRECIOUS ABOUT
HIS ART. He does not stash things
away in cabinets or special rooms
Every surface—vercical and horizon-
tal—of every room in his house holds
arc. He and his late wife, Diane, raised
children and grandchildren with free
run of the house, and he claims they
never broke a thing. Nor have his two
shi czus, Ruby and Stella (named after
barmaids he has known). His kitchen
Tooks like a display area—he’s putting
together a collection of contemporary
functional ceramic objects for the
COPIA museum in Napa, Califor-
nia—but everything is in regular use

2004: Year of the Monkey

Get in on the fun of the Chinese New Year! At The Monkey Tree
you'll find authentic Chinese antiques — perfect accents for any décor.
Porcelains, jade, cloisonné, table screens — even snuff bortles.

BRING US THIS AD and we'll
Coie i
of any gallery

Ol o throuh

May 29,2004

)Y I(ml\ex Tree
Gallery.
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HOWARD GOLDSMITHS

jewelry gallery

New Location Opens

28 GUADALUPE (Guadalupe Staton)

et on Moty ot ot of Gudabpe
FREE P

NGt

So5.8a011080
wevhowardgoldsmiths.com

Meg Hachmann

Studio 1592
Ipure garder

www.mhachmannart.com
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Consummate Collector

Art, for Besser, is an
integral pare—and an
essential  pleasure—of
daily life.

This s reflected by
his incerest in tribal art,
which he defines, with
aarefully chosen words,
as “objects made by a
culture for use by chat
culeure, that have been
wsed by that culure.”

The similaricies be-
tween objects made by
culcures from opposice
sides of the world are
seriking. A remarkably
beautiful Tibetan chesc
painted with skeletons
could be mistaken for
Mexican. Animal motifs
on beaded dance panels
from the Indonesian
island of Sumba recall
Guatemalan textiles (of
which Besser also has a
small buc lovely collec-
cion, draped over chairs
and beds). The coffee
table and nearby shelves hold an inrigu-
ing array of mounted Indonesian kris
(daggen) handles. Fach handle is a ma
terpicce of miniacure sculpture in wood,
bone, ivory, or metal. Some have the er-
sifying scowls of Polynesian idols, others
the rounded abstraction of a sculprure by
Brancusi or Henry

Moo
Besser explains the ]
nature of his collection with an anecdote
about a tum-of-the-century baseball play-
er named Wee Wilie Keeler
“What makes you such a great hiccer?

Wee Willie was asked. His answer:

In the guest bedrooms Mexican dance masks on wall;

rare Brazlian historical-narrative bedspread, circa 1960.

“Because 1 hit ‘em where they ain'.”
esser read that scory when he was about
ten years old, and it never lefe him. T
didn’e know to call it wisdom at that
he says, “but it made sense.” He
applied it o his business carcer, with
great success. It is the cornerstone of his
collecting philosophy

“When you go to buy ‘em where they
ain't, several things happen,” he says.
Because the feld isn'c crowded, prices are
affordable, and you—the new collector—
have the opportunity to buy the best
“This is his primary piece of advice for

UPCOMING SHOWS FROM THE BESSER COLLECTION

Hispanic Art, M

enecnon of canv.-mpamrv

lemnc Navajo and Zuni Silver Boxes from the Besser Collection, Mum.m andmn

ts and Culture, opening July 2004

Tribal ta Fe, opening
late 2005
Contemporary 1 i
‘opening late 2006
y Figurative the Besser Collect state

University Ceramic Research Center, Tempe, opening 2007



what he calls “the scrious, obsessive,

sick collector” never buy a lesser icce, (“X@h}{’)‘ﬂ"@g
:

and if you can't afford the best in par- §
cicular field, move on. In a crowded

field such as Native American bead- : \
work, pre-Columbian sculpture, or e

Afiican wooden sculpture, only the top

collectors ge first crack at the best

things, and because prices have been

driven up, che market is compromised

by fakes. Besser does not collect in
these areas

‘Things that were made for the courist
trade don't normally incerest Besser. The
exception is his collection of Navajo and
Zuni silver boxes, the most extensive in
existence, which will go on exhibition ac
the Museum of Indian Arts and Culture
in July 2004. As he points ou, almose
all Native American arc made after the
rilroad came through was trade goods.
His collection contains compacts, lip-
stick holders, cigarecce lighters, pillbox-
e, and cigarette boxes, Like most of his
cribal collections, it is precty much
closed, as he chinks he has exhausted the
supply of che finesc pieces. He did, how-
ever, find one box last year that was bet-
ter than anything else he had. His eyes
light up as he describes ic: “Ics a big
squished frog. A Zuni fetsh in a silver
box, absolucely incredible. It was one of
che ugliest boxes ever, It crossed over. Tt
Tooked like roadkill.”

main incerest now is in col-
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lecting living arcists who are, in his
estimation, under-recognized. “When I
find a significant new tlent, which I
do fairly frequently, T work with
them—if they want to work with me.

That means collecting their art, get-
ting other collectors interested, and
placing cheir work in museums and
private galleries. Ocaasionally he'll go
0 a graduate student’s show and buy

Be Our, Guest

Santa Fe's most appealing private community
is also Santa F's premier Condominium Resort!

Offering
e i e sy s Mooat S o e AL
‘And only minutes from the Pliza.

Cll today an discover on of Sana Pl idden rasurs
everything in it. When a new piecc ail Run—In the Spirit of Santa Fe.
arrives, he places i next to the very best
he owns, IFit doesn'c stand up, it was a
mistake. He figures that 20 percent of
what he's bought over the past few
decades were mistakes. His eye, he
hopes, is still improving

he collections that Besser describes
as currently active are drawings, con-

ey e e (8 @ 5955>0%
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Consummate Collector

ac Arizona State University, in Tempe),
and contemporary Hispanic art. He likes
ceramics and drawings because of their
intimacy, the sense of the artist’s hand at
work. A painting can be painted over,
rethought, refined. In a drawing, Besser
says, “you get the raw artist. And you also
e che idee.

T enjoy humor in art,” he says. °I like
hard psychological edges. I like arc that

religious piece.” It will deal with what
Besser cals “the Pope's fallacies.”

“I have a number of artists who'll call
me and say, ‘Sandy, I've done a piece and
nobody but you would hang it in their
house” And,” says Besser, “I usually buy

SANDY BESSER'S FAVORITE GALLERIES

the piece they re offering. There’s no artin
this house that bothers m

Alltgm Haston i @ danghter of the late film
Husto, himself an avid (f i)
ks pasion was pre-Columbian art

Fewerthan 25
o

‘makes you chink.” Many of his pieces con- ek
«ain strong political or social satire; some. ¥
are weird, shocking, even upsetting. Turner Carroll (Bergt, Santa Fe Clay (Scala, Kania-Ferrin (Native
One entire wall is dedicated to the Linn, Smith, Shadler) Bobrowski, Fowler, \merican)
Catholic Church. Besser was chairman of EVOlﬂrn chz, Voelker) Chiaroscuro (Kaneko,
Hallo Rainbow Man (2 bit of S
EE e e Zpin .mm (Campos ¢ Andrea Fisher (Notive
b 2 £ Y e Mﬂ!&onl?ark: [ermn, American porPeM
and received several thrcatening letcers. K Suton, il Ko o) Economos (tibal arts)
He's still annoyed that a valid debate cerami ists) ‘Owings Dewey (L. Tapia,
between museumology and Catholic doc- K'ﬂ"dm Mw' (Gﬂn Ruiz, & : Tapia) :‘:""ﬁ:’z:;simﬂ
e (mas¥emoctyelyjrocst [ssfenciat) Chne (Herrera) Munson (Dominguez) Patricia LaFarge (Mexico
between the Anglo and Hispanic culeorss. Taylor Dale Tribal Arts. Morning Star (Native and Latin America)
Besser recendly 8 santero— a American) Skip Holbrook (Africa)
good friend, whom he warned of possible i Greg i
repercussions—to make a “hard-hitting
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