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Our Town

Art

The Genuine
Article

Tribal aré dealer Larry
Kolton wants the styff the
tourists can't get—and he'll
risk life and N to find it

By Burt Michaslt
“T hiis ig magic,” Laorry Kedton
xayx ax be lifts & tingy wood
seulptune from a display
case in his kitchen and holds il gin-
werly in his palm, “This is & Dk
tun-tum from New Guinea, just a
wirindien stk i warn passersby that
& boar rap lay hidden below proamd”
15 firial featune an exguisie carving
ol & human faee, complole with eve-
lashes, hrows, Hps, tecth, and an
intricate necklace, “The Dayak tribe
didn't have TV thelr mosi unilibarian
pcsgssioms hoeame arl,” Koblon says,
“Carving is a decply relighous experd-
ence for them, In our culiure we'd
jursn buy an orange plastic sake from
Home Depot”

Boolian, & iribal art deaber, lives
mienr ithe Indiana Dumes in o log
hoouse built in 1856 &% 4 rést stop Tor
stageooaches. Inside humdneds of
primitive artifacts commingle, from a
20-fol hand-carved cance 1o
thumb-sieer metal fgurines. On his
kivchen wall hang 30 masks, each
ughicr anid scarer thaa the nex, made
by the forest tribes of Doy Coasi. His
oifice and library comtain more than
3000 an books and pericdicals.
Elscwhere on tho groumds s & work-
shaop for fabrcating display stands
and i two-stery warehouse jammed
with thoasands of carvings, costumes,
psery, and weapons,

Theros g beisk workd market for
tribal ar, ballt aroand commereial
galleries and avetion bouscs, but
one of the most amaxing things
shaut Kofton's inventory is that be
boughi the balk of it directly from
indigenaus people, at or near the
place of origin. The big. harky,
hesribed G6-year-ohl is ance of only a
hamedfal of Westerners who venture
aabe urhan shurms and remote vil-
lages, some accessible only by river,
Lo prosoure genuine artifacts, He's
miade doeens af trips, each ppically
six weeks long, 1o the hinterlamds of
Alrica, Mew Guinea, Australia,
Fansma. Mexico, and China.
“Buying dirccly from uribal poople
puts wou in touch with thelr cul-
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Lure,” he gays. “For me ity the difler-
ence hetwoen going to a ball game
and watching i on TV

Kadvos, whin grisw ug on the soath
shddie of Chicagn, first ecncountored
iribal art while sindving palnting a1
the Schoal of the Art Instiute.
*Primitivism defined 20th-century
A, he sy “Modiglian, Brancus,
Henry Maoore all collecasd cribal arw
Adrica tught the Wesi shstraciion,”
e worked bricily as a commereial
artist afier gradusling in 1963, but
says the “corporate world gave me
wleers” After auitting his joh he
haokedd mp with a group called Five
Swrving Arnists, sketching portrits
Tor toarists im £1d Tewn, then tried a
stind s & restorer ol Willy Find by
GGulleries, bat he romained restless,
Having speml some lne working a1 a
Victarkan antigue shop in college, he
izt o o hiks o Spore b
Lincokn Park, In addition 1o his [ocal
sabis, Koduon would tnsck oak farmi-
Lume divd #ained glass w Califormia,
whiere it commanded higher priees.
Along the wary hee'd stop at lndisn
reservalions (o parchese @her jowel-
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By the id 708 Lineodn Park had
grown oo gentrilied for Kolion. “The
mitghbogs did's ke secing moy pick-
up truck an the sireel, and | was
hread |||-|'||||_:|l|5;{ uniseresing Fusrui=
ware,” b says. “50 1 sald the shop and
vl B e Daimes” He ook .\_hl‘l
with Crarnawski Exhibits, disigning
anid insalling trmide show exhibis
nationwide, which paid him enough
i fimamis his first urip o Adfidea, He
chose Abidjan, the eoanmercinl capi-
il of Ivory Coast, as his destination,
At the time the city attnscted poople
from all over the contiment secking
work, and they aflen brought fmil-
ial artifucts. A& market Aourished in
Treichville, the citys immdgrant
shantytoan. Kolton hired a driver
take him there, and as they neared
the market, three men jumped on
e car. "Mo one knows you'ne thene.”
b saye. “There's no police in a place
lik that 1 figuared i was all over™
Bl after much shouling and gestica-
Latineg, it qurmid out the men wore
moicy changers waniing vo help him
exchange dollars,

s meam they'llihald ihe sume subsianise

s bees any e T i ponoraly shansd
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bairi £ orackired hhainl of radedl i pread:
ot generaiiar " —Hambd Hesdersom |

Diempite the lange sums of money
he travels with, Kolban says people
have never presentod a neal problem.
Wi i CAFTVINE B0 Lo 50,000
cash. The peophe know yvou hanve it
because yvou're thore to bay, so of
conirse theri's A senise of danger that
1IN e ol o Kl Bani wanrrior
penples have a sense off honar, and =0
far | haven't bewen harmisd,” Onee, in
rursl Burkina Faso, Kolion needed io
e hiange S6,000 for local curmeney:
He hired four bodygueands to drive
him v e nasurest Dank, “The bank
had to close—we wak all their cash,”
he sy, “The wowmnspeople surroand-
el our car and we just inched our
winy through the crowd, They'd never
seen 5o much cash” He says b never
cirries weapons: 1 just wear colorfil
pedioe T-shirls, or & T-shin with a
dewil on it Police are the biggest
problen, looking lor bribes.”

Discade is o more immediale con-
o “Moamaine |8 oy greatess fear”
b sy, “1 carry charcoal capsubes o
flash oun the digestve sysiem, han
mrsthy [ don't cat misch. | lose abour
contiened o6 page b
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20 pounds on a wrip.” e says Papua
New Guinen is the most primitive
spot hie's visibed, “There ane a lot of
bugs and no amenities. Mo hotels.
You hring VOUT GOWH mosOuitse net-
ting, vour own food. Ifvou get sick
you'ne in tronble—theres no commu-
nications, and you can be weeks
dwiy from the nearest doctor, Yoo
sleep outside because it's hard wo
sheep indoors with people who don'’t
bathe” To get to remote villages up
the Sepik Riveer, e hives two S0=Foot
canoes with outhoard motors, payving
as much az 8500 for a S5-gallon
drum of fuel. "Tsually one of the
crew speaks some English, bt 1
mainly rely on pietures to communi-
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bures, A phece may |z s:igrl:iﬁl_'ﬂ,rln:;l:._,
like a ghost-dance costume discarded
after the ceremoeny and left in the
forest to rot. A carving might be
rejected by a shaman. Alan Leder,
director of the Evanston Art Center,
which haz included Kolton in it8 e
rent exhibit, “Hunt & Gather,” dis-
misses the notion that collectors like
Kolton are robbing people of their
cultural treasures, “Ivs a mispercep-
tion that tribal cultures are naive,” he
says. “For generations they've traded
with the West. They know whar's
important to them, When an object
doesn't meet their spiritual nesds,
they have no trouble selling (7

Kolton's inventory includes both
musenm-guality and eollectible art,
Aecording o Leder, dealers define
museum-guality a5 older than 50
yeurs, with known provenance and
mast ikely not reproducihle. “Admost
all artifacts of this quality are already
in musenms or a few private eollec-
tions,” he says, “Collectible works are
made in the last 50 vears for tribal
uge, amd actually wsed. They display
excellent epaftsmanship, but they
could be reproduced sinee there are
sl many skillful artisans”
Dretermining whether a piece was
actually used is challenging, he says,
“For instanee, i it smells of smaoke, it
may have been used inoa fivelit ritual
or stored near a cocking fire, Ora
clever connterfedter could have held
it over an open fame to give it
instant patination.”

Kolton's eollection can b seen
online {iribalartworks.com) and at
his home showroom by appointment,
He's exhibived at unbversity musewms
at Valparaiso and Governors State,
and in addition w the Evansion
exhibit, ome of his pieces is currently
inzluded in *The Gods as We Shape
Them” at the Lovola University
Musenm of Art, He'll also be part of
a group show at Purdue University
planned for the fall. Kolton will head
to China in May for another expedi-
tion and ks condweting research o
prepare for his ficst trip to northern
India. *I'll be ready in a year or two,
maybe for my G8th birthday,” he says.
T guess Ul just keep this up dll the
supply of artifacts gives out—or T do,
Whichever comes first.” @

“Buying directly
from tribal people
puts you in touch
with their culture.
For me it’s the dif-
ference between
going to a ball
game and watch-
ing it on TV.”

cate what I'm looking for,” he says.

Koltom spends at least a vear doing
research and collecting sample phio-

tos before ench buyving trip. He
fimanees the expeditions himself,
then sells the goods from his house.
1ok theough probably a hundred
abjects before buying one,” he says,
“and sometimes it takes days ina vil-
lage before | start seeing anything
waorthwhile, First the villagers bring
ypetiteir gaener, or ohjects made for
tourists or export, “Then they bring
damaged goods. [t can take a whole
day to find one Koba skict, Hardly
anyone makes them anymore
becanse iy takes two months o make
one gnd they now have Western
notions of hourly worth, They wear
factory-made cotton.”

He gaws changing economic reali-
ties are making his job more difficul.

“In tem years you worr't be able to find
genuine tribal artifacts, Westem
companies move in and destroy their
Wiy of life, Young peaple don't care
about this old stuff” Douglas
Drawson, whose Chicago gallery spe-
cializes in ancient non-Western art,
agrees, “Most pribal art is now being
made for the benefit of Westerners,
whe care bess about authenticity than
appearance,” he says, “So there’s an
unending supply of fakes, but anthen-
tie pieces made for tribal use are
heeoming mrer and more expensive,”

Buolton says indigenous people sall
artifacts for many reasons; A frmer
ar construction worker excaviting
land might uptaem old metal 2colp-
comtimaed on page 16



