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ATADA is delighted to honor Tribal Art dealer, collector, 
scholar James Willis, who is currently serving on the White 
House Cultural Property Advisory Committee.  Since 2003, he 
has served four terms of three years each, under Presidents 
Bush and Obama.

The ATADA News thanks Michael Auliso for allowing us to 
reprint his 2006 interview with Jim that originally ran on 
tribalmania.com, which Jim has updated for publication here 
in the ATADA News.  

But first, former ATADA president Tom Murray has written an 
introduction/tribute to Jim:

I have learned much from James Willis and probably only half 
of it is about art. Jim has been the older brother I never had; 
he has mentored me, not only in the ways of business, but 
also in how to live life to the fullest. It is a privilege to write 
this brief portrait of a man most worthy of an ATADA Lifetime 
Achievement Award.

Gifted from youth with an innate curiosity and a profound 
sense of wonder about the natural world, Jim became 
fascinated by Africa, the land, its people, their cultures, 
and works of art. Jim’s timing was great, with an interest 
blossoming in the 1950s when it was still possible for a 
young person to afford to buy an authentic work of tribal art, 
and even if you made a mistake, it was not so costly that you 
were out of the game for good, as might easily happen now. 
Art was flowing out of still-wild parts of the world and Jim 
positioned himself to be part of that conduit. From humble 
beginnings of trading in African beads, a few sculptures, and 
some contemporary art, Jim created a profession that would 
permit him to travel to Europe, Africa, Asia, and Australia, 
and explore not only these continents, but also contemplate 
the great philosophical questions of what is the nature of art, 
aesthetics, and the human condition. He also was able to have 
some of the most celebrated works of tribal art pass through 
his hands, two examples being his prescient art buying from 
the Helena Rubinstein Collection auction as a young man, and 
later, selling to the “obsessionary” genius, Allan Stone.

The facts of Jim Willis’ career are well known: his first 
gallery opened in 1972 and remained opened to the public 
for 30 years; he has been a private dealer from his beautiful 
home in San Francisco since then. The James Willis Gallery 

distinguished itself with dozens of specialized exhibits, many 
the first of their kind in the United States, including Art of 
the Kongo, Art of the Dogon Cliffs, African Terracotta, Dayak 
Sculpture, Philippine Tribal Art, and many other compelling 
themes. It is no exaggeration to say that James Willis brought 
museum quality art imbued with a European taste to San 
Francisco, and served the whole country from his gallery. 
“World Class” may be aptly applied here. He placed pieces in 
the finest museums and the most famous collections.

But perhaps the most telling tale about Jim’s character begins 
with the still legendary Batak show of 1979, which I can 
honestly say changed my life. I had already been to Indonesia 
twice and had a feeling of “home” when I was there but I 
needed a focus.

I was so excited when I heard about a Batak exhibit taking 
place in the City. I made my way over to the James Willis 
Gallery on Geary at Grant and my eyes popped out! There 
were the most extraordinary works of art I had ever seen. 
For the first time I saw tunggal panaluhan shaman staffs 
elaborately carved with fine human and animal figures 
shimmering with psychic power; guri guri containers with 
heavily patinaed human figures sitting atop Ming porcelain 
jars; Batak masks, magic horns, and sorcery books. And a 
monumental ancestor figure from the island of Nias, which 
looked great to my untrained eye; only later did I find out it 
was one of the best Adu Zatua in the world. I was intoxicated 
by the art and well I should have been, but I confess I was 
also very impressed with the price list. $10,000 here, $12,000 
there and pretty soon we were talking about some real 
money!

And so the light went on, in my own foolish way of thinking. 
“I can do this. I can go there and find these pieces and bring 
them back. Sumatra will become my specialty. And Jim Willis 
will be my customer!” I thought I had it all figured out.

My next trip to Asia included taking the cheapest flight to 
Sumatra from Penang and making my way up the winding 
road, squeezed in the third world bus, complete with chickens 
and pigs wanting to share my seat. And so it came to pass 
that I made my way to that most beautiful Lake Toba, to 
Samosir, and took the ferry across to the guesthouse on the 
other side. And I stayed and got to know the people with 
their strong faces and dark skin; it was not hard to recall 
their fierce reputation for headhunting and cannibalism not 
so far back. I was invited to a special secondary burial ritual 
that came about because of a dream and later that day when 
I was offered the chance to buy a magic staff from one of the 
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participants who explained the family needed money for their 
child’s schooling…never get in the way of education, I say! 
I leapt at the opportunity. With visions of glory and dollar 
signs, and having run out of money just to buy it, blowing 
my full $500 budget on one piece, I headed back down the 
mountain and began the long trip home, sneaking it on board 
the plane and after many misadventures finally getting it back 
with me to the USA.

I brought a bottle of Chardonnay with me and made my way 
over to Jim’s gallery to show him my great score. We popped 
the cork and I started to explain the iconography of the staff. 
In detail, I told the origin myth of how it came to be, the story 
of the incest taboo and its consequences, and Jim said, “You 
really know much more than I do about the history and the 
meaning of these staffs but there is something I am sorry to 
say I must tell you, your staff is a fake…” A fake? A fake? How 
can that be? The Batak were my friends, they treated me 
like an adopted member of the tribe. And this is where Jim’s 
generous nature came out. Because many another dealer 
might have at that point reckoned that I was quite simply 
not worth their time. But not Jim Willis, who distinguished 
himself in that moment by going into the back room and 
pulling out several of the staffs that he still had from the 
show. And he took care to show me what a true Batak patina 
looked like. And I immediately recognized there was a mighty 
difference between his shamans’ staffs and mine. But he 
encouraged me not to give up, stay the course, and make 
every effort to visit old museum collections in Europe with 
their early artifacts. He told me to build a library and study 
the books in depth. Visit galleries and check out auctions. Try 
to hold known authentic pieces in my hand and try to develop 
a sense of stylistic classicism.

And from this bottle of wine and rather humbling but very 
wise lesson, a friendship was born that lasts well unto the 
present. And since then many other lessons, and I quote:

“I know only half of my advertising works, I just don’t know 
which half!”

“When business is good, it will always get worse…when 
business is bad, it will always get better!”

Among so many other wise sayings! 

I close by saying that Jim Willis has affected my life in ways 
no one could have ever predicted: Thomas Murray goes to 
Washington to work for the State Department!

And indeed with Jim anything is possible, for after his being 
appointed by two Presidents and serving 12 years on the 
Cultural Property Advisory Committee (CPAC), a space came 
up for another person to join him in representing the trade 
and he proposed me!

I am grateful to Jim for sponsoring me for this profound honor 
and responsibility and I thank him for it. We are not supposed 
to talk about what goes on in that room but I will tell you this, 
Jim Willis is well respected, for he holds his tongue and then 
when he does speak, he expresses astonishingly deep ideas 
listened to by all.

Jim was born with good genes; some passed to him by his 
father Jack Maddux who was the dreamer who started a 
fledgling airline in Los Angeles that would later become TWA.

Or his how about genes from his mother’s side, she lived to be 
almost 100…and Jim’s still-living aunt, his mother’s identical 
twin sister, is the mother of John McCain who is known to be 
made of some “sterner stuff” himself.

One last JW quote:

“You can make a new friend, but you can’t make an old 
friend…”

Jim Willis is an old friend!

Wishing Jim and his soul mate wife Lin Chen-Willis all the 
very best in the New Year of the Goat!

Thomas Murray
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James Willis Gallery Exhibits:

Female Initiation Masks - August  - September 1972
New Guinea Sculpture - December 1972 - January 1973
Yoruba Divination Sculpture - December 1973
Igbo Sculpture - March - April 1974
African Tribal Masks - January - March 1975
Benue Valley Revisited -May – June 1976
Figurative Sculptures of the Niger River Delta - December 
1976 - January 1977
Abstraction and Naturalism: Animal in Tribal Art - December 
- January 1977
Art of the Lobi - October 1978
Sculpture of the Batak - May - June 1979
Tribal Furniture, Household Objects and Architectural 
Sculpture Sept - October 1980
Art of the Dogon Cliff Dwellers - October - November 1981
Tribal Ceramic Vessels - May - June 1981
Art of Suriname - April - May 1982
Art of the Fang - August - September 1982
Art of the Yoruba - November - December 1982
Sacred Stools of the Fanti - February - March 1983
Djenne Terracottas - May - June 1983
Major Indonesian Sculpture - October - November 1983
Art of the Dayak - May - July 1985
Art of Eastern and Southern Africa -  October - December 
1987
Portraiture and Naturalism:  Masks of the Makonde - 
November - December 1988
The African Drum:  Form and Sound - January - February 
1990
African Furniture - August - September 1990
Images of the Female - November - December 1990
L’Animal - May - June 1991
Yoruba Beadwork - September - November 1991
Art of the Philippines - March  - April 1992
Dogon Ladders and Posts - April  - May 1994
Art of Indonesia and the South Pacific  - September - 
November 1994
Africa: From Form to Portraiture  - February - April 1995
Himalayan and African Masks  - October - December 1995
African and Oceanic Art  - February - March 1996
Furniture and Zaire Weapons  - June - July 1996
Nok Terracotta  - October - November 1996
Nok and Oceanic  - February - March 1997
African and Oceanic  - June - August 1997
Historic Terracottas   - November - January 1998
Art of the Kongo       - February - May 1998
Africa and the South Seas   - July - September 1998
Tribal Furniture - February  - April, 1999

Architecture as Sculpture – July  – September 1999
Sculpture as Form – November – December 1999
Art of Metal – February  – March 2000
Many Cultures – July  – August 2000
Tribal Art – October – December 2000, February – April 2001, 
June – August 2001
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And now, Michael Auliso’s 
Tribalmania interview with  
Jim Willis, 2015 Updates by Jim
TM:  How did you begin selling Tribal Art?
Willis:  I started in 1972, it was unplanned.  I had kind of a 
rough, but interesting job as a book binder.   A friend said she 
had a commercial space available for rent in Sausalito above 
Swenson’s ice cream parlor for $65 a month.  She asked, 
“Do you know anybody who might want to rent it?”  I said, 
Yes.... I do!  I had no idea what I was going to do but I knew I 
didn’t want to do book binding anymore.  It was interesting 
but didn’t pay very well and it was arduous.  I had been a 
ceramist, so thought I’ll open a ceramic store.  Then I thought 
about it, in the history of the world has a ceramic store ever 
made a profit?  My conclusion was it probably had not.  So, I 
decided, since I had been collecting African art, I’ll become an 
African and Contemporary Art dealer.

My model was the David Stewart Gallery in Los Angeles that 
showed African and contemporary art.  Incidentally, I bought 
one of my first pieces, a Chi Wara from that gallery in 1955.  
At $65 a month I didn’t think my risk was too high, and I had 
no employees.  My first exhibition was of a contemporary 
painter named Peter Kitchel, who has actually become a well 
known print maker. I also included a few African pieces from 
my collection.  I mainly made my living from African beads.  I 
would restring them and if I sold a couple of strands a day I 
made my rent and food.  That is how I started, I didn’t really 
plan it, it was just  extemporaneous.

I was a contemporary dealer as well as a tribal dealer for the 
first ten years.  I stopped doing contemporary are because 
I had the realization that if I tried to do both, I would be 
mediocre at both.  They are really very different professions.  
Being a tribal art dealer you’re always searching for objects, 
while in contemporary art you serve a “mothering” function; the artist wants you to be around all the time.  When you 

can find good tribal prices you need to be quick to move.  I 
felt that many others could be contemporary dealers and I 
decided I wanted to be a significant tribal dealer.  When I say 
“Tribal,” I specialize in African, Oceanic, and Tribal Indonesian 
with a little bit of Nepalese and Tibetan art.
 
TM:  How do you feel the business has changed since you first 
started?
Willis:  Well, 34 years is not a long time, but in this particular 
area it seems an eternity.  When I first started, there was a lot 
of material coming out of the field.  There were whole areas 
of African Art that were unknown, things we had never seen 
before.  I remember buying a couple of Moba pieces and then 
never saw another one for 20 years.  Overall, there was more 
material around, prices were lower, and one could go to Africa 
and find authentic material with some regularity. 

There were very experienced people such as William Fagg 
and others who were great sources of information.  Their Kathmandu, 1993

Mother and Child Figure for the Gwan Association, circa 1279-1395
Wood

38 × 11 1/2 × 12 in. (96.52 × 29.21 × 30.48 cm)
Mount: 39 × 12 × 12 in. (99.06 × 30.48 × 30.48 cm)

Los Angeles County Museum of Art, Gift of the 2013 Collectors Committee, with ad-
ditional funds provided by Kelvin Davis and Bobby Kotick (M.2014.19)

Photo © Museum Associates/ LACMA
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experience and knowledge is irreplaceable.  The books are 
better now, but the ability to talk to these important people 
who have left us is a big change.  

Obviously prices have gone way up.

In a business where sometimes the rewards can be 
substantial, keeping one’s perspective and realizing at the 
end of the day honesty and consideration for your clients 
who allow you to be in this business should be foremost in 
your mind.  As prices go up, temptations will go up also — 
keeping a moral compass in this shifting economic situation 
is critical.  As the scarcity 
of material increases, the 
number of dubious pieces 
that are appearing is 
something that we are all 
going to have to deal with.  
That is the biggest threat 
to our business.  Collectors 
have to be intelligent and 
careful.  Dealers have to be 
very intelligent and careful.  I 
think the problem with fakes 
and tourist pieces sold as 
real pieces has always been 
great, but as there are fewer 
genuine pieces, I believe it 
has become more important 
to dwell on problems of 
authenticity.  That leads into 
the question of provenance 
which is a very existential 
question.  

In some ways the business 
hasn’t changed at all.  On 
the whole, the people who 
collect are the ones who are 
passionate about it.  There 
are fewer public galleries 
in America and that is a 
big issue.  It is becoming a 
business of private dealers 
with the exception of Europe, 
where there are lots of 
galleries.
Willis 2015 update: Now 42 years in the business.

TM:  What are your thoughts on the issue of provenance?
Willis:  I’ve been thinking about this a lot and I think it is a 
question of definition.  When clients ask for provenance, I 
think they are asking for something else.  When asked for 
provenance we say, I bought this from so and so or this was 
published in an auction catalogue or some other history of 
acquisition.  In other words, historical information which is 
not all that meaningful.  I think what people are really asking 

for is some kind of documented assurance that the object is 
real and just giving them the history of who owned the piece 
doesn’t satisfy that, in my judgment.  I’ve been contending 
with this and I realized I’ve been doing it in the wrong way 
because I’ve been trying to just answer the question of pure 
history without answering the real question which is, “What 
assurance is there that it is authentic and of high quality.” 

Provenance in itself is a strange thing.  I’ll give an example.  
I bought pieces in Paris in the 1950s and did not have the 
concept of fakes.  I did not even know what African fakes 
were, and since I had so little money, I bought from the worst 

and cheapest dealers.  I 
recognized after I started 
my gallery that the majority 
of these pieces I bought in 
the mid 1950s were fakes.  
So by telling somebody that 
something was purchased 
in the 50s doesn’t really give 
them assurance.  There were 
also many fakes in collections 
in the old days.  So, what 
does provenance really 
tell you?  I almost think we 
need to redefine the word, 
because I spend all this time 
giving people the “history” 
which doesn’t guarantee 
authenticity.  I can point out 
many Senufo fakes which 
were made for European 
tastes in the 1930s.  I see 
them all the time.  If I vet one 
out of a show people might 
say, well how can this be bad, 
it was published in 1939.  
Well, in 1939, the Africans 
were making fakes.  So this 
becomes a very complicated 
issue and I think we are 
asking the wrong question 
and giving people the wrong 
definition.  I’ve just begun 
to think about this because 
we give people what they 

ask for, pure provenance, but at the end of the day it tells you 
“something” but not very much.

TM:  I think most people perceive you as an African Dealer.  
Do you find that selling other types of art such as Oceanic and 
Indonesian to be more challenging?
Willis: No, I think the reason I sell more African art or deal 
with it is that there is just more of it.  I mean Africa is a huge 
place.  This is one of their great sculptural traditions.  For 
instance, most of the Oceanic islands are relatively small.  It 
is just that there is more African material.  I’m not saying it is 

Urhobo Figure, Nigeria, 44”
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better, just more abundant. 
I have no reason to rate one culture above another, and in fact 
it seems the market and demand for South Pacific is greater, 
while I think the supply is fairly small.  I don’t know if John 
Friede’s installation at the de Young Museum is accountable 
for that.  I like all categories pretty much equally and at one 
time I was very active with Indonesian art, particularly Batak.  
 
TM:  What is the greatest collection you’ve purchased?
Willis:  I purchased a collection of Batak material from 
Sumatra and published a catalogue called “Sculpture of the 
Batak” with Mort Dimondstein.  We bought the collection 
together during the seventies at 18 percent interest rate, and 
nobody liked the pieces for about two years.  In the end I 
learned a lot about Indonesian art.  We did fine eventually, but 
I remember that 18 percent was really clicking along.
 
TM:  You’ve appraised many important collections.  Does one 
collection stand out for its uncompromising quality?
Willis: That is a really tough question.  I was hired by the 
Disney Corporation to annotate, appraise, and negotiate 
the purchase of the Tishman Collection of African Art.  
This collection had a lot of great pieces in it, but I think it 
was also known that it had a lot of pieces that were not 
so good.  I would say this is probably the biggest and best 

known collection I have done.  I’ve also appraised significant 
Indonesian collections like the Fred and Rita Richmond 
Collection, which is now at the Metropolitan Museum.  I was 
involved in the sale of the Helen Kuhn collection to George 
Hecksher, who is promising the collection to the de Young 
Museum, I believe.  I do a lot of IRS appraisals for donation.   
I’ve done a few appraisals confidentially that are significant 
but I am not free to say what they are.

TM:  Have any of your appraisals been particularly difficult 
relative to others?  
Willis:  I think the most disheartening appraisals are 
collections of bad pieces.   I’ve appraised collections where 
virtually every piece was a tourist piece or a fake and there is 
nothing enjoyable about that.  It is uncomfortable to be hired 
by someone to give them nothing but bad news. 

I also do evaluations for people who feel they have been 
defrauded.   I’m one of the few dealers who will do them. 
I feel strongly that the collectors deserve assistance when 
they believe they have been defrauded.  If the collectors do 
not have anyone to go to, it may seem that the dealers are 
participating in a conspiracy.  So I reluctantly do this kind of 
work because I feel that someone should do it, otherwise the 
collectors are really left with nowhere to go when they feel, 
either rightly or wrongly, that what they bought isn’t what it is 
supposed to be.  These situations can be very difficult because 
you obviously anger the sellers who either knew what they 
were doing or in many cases did not.  Often they don’t accept 
your verdict and sometimes they can get  hostile.  You just 
have to live your life ethically and call it the way you see.  It is 
your professional opinion and that is all it is.

TM:  You closed your retail gallery on Geary Street in 2001.  
Do you ever miss it?
Willis:  It was probably the right decision based on the 
scarcity of material.  I do miss it because what I really loved 
doing was putting on “special exhibitions.”  The trouble is that 
this is very difficult to do now.   Over my career I’ve had a lot 
of exhibitions.  I had a Gabon exhibition with fourteen Kotas 
and a few Fangs in it.  It is just not possible to do that with any 
regularity now and so I felt I was reduced to “theme shows,” 
whereas I like to try and do shows that have never been done 
before.  To my knowledge when I started in 1972, I was the 
first dealer to do this as a gallery.  Most dealers ran their 
places more like shops.  I’ve always liked to have exhibitions, I 
just found that increasingly difficult.   

I was talking to Daniel Hourde in Paris about the Fang show 
they recently put on and he said that he and Philippe Ratton 
worked on that for five or six years.  To have those kind of 
resources in San Francisco is very difficult.  I think the French 
and Belgium dealers who are putting on these significant 
shows deserve a lot of credit.  Lin and I went all the way 
to Shanghai to see a Congo show that Mark Felix curated.  
These are big efforts and I think the exhibitions are quite 
remarkable.  

Kongo, Nkonde Figure, Congo, 16”
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TM:  If you could have just one object back that you previously 
sold, do you know which it would be?
Willis:  (laughing) Yes. I saw it just the other day.  I believe 
it to be Zulu, a small figure which is on exhibit at the Met 
belonging to Udo Hortsmann.  For some reason inexplicable 
to me they call it Makonde and it is located in the East African 
section.  It is a great figure which I sold years ago to Udo.  I 
didn’t give it away but I think I would love to have that piece 
back.  I do not regret selling any object.  I price pieces at 
what they are worth.  I’m delighted when an object becomes 
worth a great deal more than I sold it for, and the client 
prospered.  Of all the pieces I can think about, that is the piece 
I would love to have sitting in my living room right now.  It is 
sensational.

TM:  At 72 you seem to be at the top of your game.
Willis:  I think one of the nice things about being an art dealer 
is that one becomes stronger with greater experience.  I can’t 
work as hard as I used to, but my memory is still good; it is 
not a profession that you need to retire from when you are 
past 65.  I still have good energy.  I think an enormous amount 
of experience has got to be an advantage, and if you’re honest 
with people over the years, that gets around and I think that 
is the most important thing that you have.   You tell the truth, 
you don’t make stuff up and you do your best not to make any 
serious mistakes.
Willis 2015 Update: Now 80.

TM:  What inspires you to keep working and offering great 
pieces for sale as opposed to sitting on a beach somewhere?
Willis:  I love the material, I love finding the pieces, and I love 
finding somebody who agrees with me.  If I was a roofer, I 
would be sitting on a beach.  This activity still interests me 
and I see no reason to quit, plus I have such a large inventory 
(laughs) that I have to figure how to keep moving.  Basically 
I enjoy it.  It is like any job, an enormous amount of it is like 
house work.  Sometimes we’re more like warehousemen 
than we are dealers.  Any dealer that has experience will tell 
you that he spends more time cleaning up and moving things 
around than doing anything else.  I don’t love all of that, but I 
still do it.  There is always that ‘great piece’ out there that you 
are going to find.  I basically like the people.  I like the dealers.   
Most of my clients become my friends.  People who collect 
tribal art have passion, so it provides me an interesting and 
wide ranging social life.

TM:  You’ve conquered a series of health crises, what do you 
attribute your amazing resilience to?
WILLIS:  I think part of this is genetics.  My mother and 
her twin sister are 94.  My mother’s sister’s son is Senator 
John McCain from Arizona, and we all know how tough he 
is.  I think I got some genetic help, biology, luck, and good 
medicine.  I had a deadly cancer once and at the time I was the 
only known survivor.  I had a pretty bad heart attack too.  I’m 
clean living, I exercise a lot, I don’t drink much and have never 
been overweight.  I think that all helps but most of it is

just genetics. And perhaps one of these African fetishes has 
helped.
Willis 2015 update: My mother lived to be 99-1/2 and her 
identical twin sister will be 103 in February 2015.
  
TM:  You used to field collect.  Do you occasionally still do so?
WILLIS:  Field collecting is a kind of a misnomer.  Nobody field 
collects much.  You go to the field, which means you go to the 
country and you buy the best pieces from the best dealers.  
The number of the pieces I’ve truly “field collected” are low.  
I think I bought a Senufo stool that a woman was sitting on.  
The time it would take to trek around to small villages and 
negotiate purchases is just not economical.  It is always the 
same, there is a hierarchy of dealers and the best ones have 
the best pieces and are usually in the big cities. 

No one can know the number of pieces still in Africa .  
Obviously, there are pieces the people are keeping.  There 
are still pieces in the ground.  However, I would not consider 
going to Africa purely on a collecting trip.  There is limited 
collecting in Mali, because we have an agreement with Mali 
that significant things can not be exported  In addition, I 
am on the Cultural Properties Advisory Committee which 
is by Presidential appointment.  So obviously I will not be 
doing any collecting in Mali .  In Africa there may still be 

Sepik Figure, New Guinea
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masterpieces, but they are only there because they are not for 
sale.  

TM:  What advice would you give to new collectors just 
starting out?
Willis:  That is a complicated question.  Let me turn that 
around.  I have a much easier time placing an object with a 
person who is knowledgeable.  I find it difficult if someone 
doesn’t know anything.  If they don’t know the difference 
between a $500 piece and a $50,000 piece, how are they 
going to make choices?  So it seems incumbent upon a 
collector to acquire some experience.  Books help, as well as 
seeing as many objects and exhibitions as possible.  This is a 
very small world and it is not extraordinarily difficult to find 
out who you should be dealing with, and perhaps who you 
should avoid.  It amazes me that someone who will research 
everything about their business, will buy an expensive object 
without considering the integrity of the dealer or learning 
about the material.
 
TM:  It seems that more pieces and collections are going to 
auction these days and there is a preference for collectors to 
overpay at auction as opposed 
to buying from private dealers.   
Do you feel the days could be 
numbered for dealers or will 
we always serve a function?
Willis:  I don’t think our days 
are numbered at all.  I think we 
support each other, and we can 
not exist without the other.  I 
think it is important to have a 
public auction forum so people 
can see that the objects sell 
for a certain price and that the 
objects have a value.  While 
auctions do have an educating 
function, collectors need 
to spend a lot of time with 
dealers and their inventory, 
looking at and discussing the 
art, learning, getting advice, 
etc.; auction houses do not 
provide that in the same 
way.  Some objects do well at 
auction and some do not.  I see 
auctions as complementary 
and have never felt they are the enemy.  We are seeing some 
very high prices at auctions.  I can’t be sure of the reason.  
I suppose people feel more secure when someone else is 
willing to bid nearly what they are willing to bid.  This doesn’t 
happen in a private sale.  One of the reasons some people 
buy at auction is that it does not take as much effort as going 
around from dealer to dealer.  

TM:  What are your thoughts about the prices realized at the 
Verite sale in Pairs June 2006?

WILLIS:  Time will tell if these prices are sustained, and if 
these were rational prices.  If they are not sustained and if the 
same pieces reappear at auction a year from now and sell for 
much less, then we can conclude that the prices were too high.  
I think this was a specialized auction which was brilliantly 
promoted.  It happened at a spectacular time, coinciding with 
the opening of the Quai Branly Museum in Paris .  I suspect 
some of the buyers were not terribly experienced and wanted 
to buy a piece in that auction at that time.  Again this is all 
speculation and we will see if the next two or three years 
bring the same spectacular results with the same kind of 
material.  Only then can we say they are ‘just’ prices.  If the 
market drops substantially or reverts to what it has been, 
then it was a one time occurrence.
Willis 2105 Update: It is now 2015 and after the Allan Stone 
Sales and the Myron Kunin Sale, plus other auction prices 
and private sales, it is evident that this was not a one-time 
occurrence. There have been several multimillion dollar sales 
including over $12 million for the Kunin Senufo Rhythm 
Pounder. Thus the Verite sale has not only been validated, but 
exceeded.

TM:  What do you see 
happening to the market for 
Tribal Art in the next 5 to 10 
years?  
Willis:  I know more about the 
past.  I can only speculate about 
the future.  It is a great art.  It 
has got that.  I loosely quote 
Picasso toward the end of his 
years, “The greatest artists that 
ever lived were the Africans.”   
I have a tendency to go along 
with that.  When something is 
of great quality, it will maintain 
its value.  What we will have 
are some ups and downs.  All 
art depends upon certain 
economic factors, and is bought 
with discretionary funds.  If 
there are bad economic times 
or we have a decline in the 
housing market, I could see 
the market for all art softening.  
African Art is still relatively 
inexpensive compared to 

other great art; witness a $125 million for a Gustave Klimpt.  
Klimpt is a fine artist, but he is not Michelangelo, da Vinci or 
Rembrandt.  

So, the prices we are seeing in African Art, which are in the 
thousands, with some exceptions, do not have very far to fall.  
But if tastes change in the future and people want something 
else in their lives, then who knows what might happen.  The 
thing is that prices have never fallen much and there is a good 
economic reason for that.  This is a non-leveraged market.  
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The securities market is often leveraged; the housing market 
is leveraged, but people who own tribal art have paid for it 
in a relatively short period of time.  So we do not have the 
problem of an enormous amount of material hitting the 
market.  In fact, when prices go down, the material becomes 
scarcer as people simply keep their objects.
Willis 2105 Update: It is clear from recent 2014 auction sales 
that prices are accelerating. Now that tribal art is expensive, 
individuals will come into the field who previously had little 
interest when it was inexpensive
 
TM:  What do you do to relax?
WILLIS:  I like saltwater and fresh water fly fishing, but that 
is pretty active and hard work.  I went fishing in Christmas 
Island and Tierra Del Fuego recently.  I love to travel.  My ideal 
would be to do less busy work and more traveling.  Lin and 
I generally spend a month in Asia each year.  We try to go to 
Africa every two years, we’re in Europe two or three times a 
year.  I exercise.  I like to read.  I’ve got four children so I have 
some responsibility there.  When one thinks of one’s ideal life, 
I don’t think I’m too far away from it.  I live in a city l like.  I 
have a profession I like.  I have a wife whom I love.   One can 
always improve one’s life, but I feel pretty lucky.  I would like 
to take up a new competitive sport (laughs) because the ones 
I used to play, are too hard on my body.
Willis 2015 Update: I went fishing in Terra Del Fuego and 
Belize recently this year.

TM:  What are you’re plans going forward?
WILLIS:  We do the San Francisco Fall Antique show, and our 
SF Tribal group has our annual show.  In February I’m doing 
the Caskey Lees San Francisco Tribal Art Show.  I contemplate 
whether I should spend more time in Europe because the 
center of the tribal art world is definitely Paris now.  It is 
logical that it would be, the auctions are there, and the French 
were the first people to really appreciate Tribal Art as art and 
not as ethnology.  I find the whole environment in France in 
terms of the art scene, the people, their sophistication, and 
aesthetics to be very admirable. 
Willis 2005 Update: I plan to keep working. In February 2015, 
with my wife, Lin Chen-Willis, who has worked with me since 
1991, I will participate in Caskey Lee’s San Francisco Tribal 
Fair. Richard Scheller’s Collection will be on exhibit at the De 
Young Museum and it should all be lively. We will still travel 
and see as much of the globe as possible. I still like the places 
where old ways still exist. Lin and I had a wonderful trip 
to Bangladesh this year and I still hope to see a tiger and a 
gorilla in the wild.   
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