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LOT 387, Skinner's “20th Century
Furniture & Decorative Arts" sale

in Boston, March 27, 2010: A
five-piece sterling silver tea and

coffee service crafted by the German
silversmith EMMY ROTH circa 1928.
The lot brought $24,885 off a pre-
auction estimate of $6,000 to $8,000.
Some reasons for the unexpectedly
high price:

A Forgotten Master

In 1916 Emmy Roth (1885-1942) opened a
boutique in Berlin that soon, and for nearly
twenty years thereafter, became one of the
city’s most fashionable emporia for silver
tableware, hollowware, and household
objects such as grooming sets. "Emmy Roth
became one of the first very successful
woman silversmiths,” says New York dealer
Joern Lohmann. “Her designs were simple,
functional, and suggestive of later organic
forms—very avant-garde for her time.”

26

MODERN SUMMER 2010

BEHIND

THE NUMBERS

What Sold,
for How Much,
& Why?

Elusiveness and Rediscovery

After the ascendency of the Nazi party

in 1933, Roth, who was Jewish, appar-
ently sought to lower her profile. Design
historians acknowledge that information
on her career becomes vague at this
point. She is known to have worked with
a Dutch silver firm in the mid- to late thir-
ties, but from there the trail of her career
grows dim: some experts say she emi-
grated to Tel Aviv, others to America. Her
reputation dimmed accordingly. In 2000
a tea set similar to the one sold at Skinner
brought less than its low estimate, selling
for about $4, 400. Ten years later, things
have changed. Roth's work is well repre-
sented in museums such as the Minne-
apolis Institute of Arts and in numerous
German decorative arts museums. A ma-
jor retrospective of Roth's work—along
with that of her coeval Paula Straus, who
was murdered at Auschwitz—is sched-
uled at the Badisches Landesmuseum in
Karlsruhe, Germany, in early 2011.

Sprightly Form

Roth was inspired by the Deutscher
Werkbund movement of the early
twentieth century, which took its cues
from the English arts and crafts of the
previous century in honoring handmade
objects over industrially produced ones.
Roth, says Skinner department head
Jane Prentiss, “freed herself from ex-
cessive and unnecessary ornament to

ISR —

create a beautiful well crafted tea and
coffee service that merges functionalist
modernism and organic design” in ham-
mered and buffed silver.

Freshness to the market

“This tea set had never been to auction.
Buyers can sense this,” says Prentiss.

| received a lot of very intelligent and
pointed questions from an international
audience. Skinner is listed on the web-
site Live Auctioneers, which provides

a worldwide bidding platform. After

a flurry of international bidding, the
Emmy Roth tea service sold to a private
buyer in the United States.”

Interesting Provenance

“The service came from the estate of an
academic family with properties in Cam-
bridge, Massachusetts, and New York
City—relatives of the Gimbel family that
owned the famed New York department
store,” Prentiss says. And there was a
final allure for the lot: “It's unusual for a
customer to buy a sterling silver tray at
the time they order the hollowware. People
often skimp and buy a silverplate tray. In
this set all the pieces were made together
and sold together including the tray, and
bear the same markings. The client was
wise and obviously of means.” [




