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The Sun King’s Carpets
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An artist’s collection

In May US antique carpet and textile dealer Peter Pap will present the
minimalist artist Frank Stella’s collection of Navajo blankets and rugs at his

gallery in Dublin, New Hampshire. Daniel Shaffer reports

eter Pap will mark his

fiftieth year in the

antique rug and textile
business with a truly remarkable
exhibition and sale of the Navajo
(or Diné, to employ the term now
more commonly in use) textiles
collected by the renowned artist
Frank Stella (1936-2024) (1).

That the artist’s widow,
Harriet Stella, has consigned the
collection to Pap, rather than to a
Southwestern textiles specialist,
is testament to the unique
position he has forged for himself

over half a century of enterprising
activity in the American art and
antiques business.

Pap has galleries on the East
(Dublin, NH) and West Coast (San
Francisco). In addition, he has
a presence on 1stDibs, regular
visibility at art fairs, especially
but not only the prestigious New
York Winter Fair and, as well
as specialised rug and textile
collector events worldwide.

We also must mention sixteen
seasons as rug and textile expert
on US television’s Antiques Road

Show and an online presence—it is

no surprise that we once described
him in HALI as the hardest
working man in the international
rug trade.

Notably, in a market where
auctions are the usual choice
for parting with a collection,
Pap has established a model
for the sale of rugs and textiles
from collectors’ estates, hence
the Stella consignment. With
55 pieces at prices ranging from
$6,500 to $25,000, the collection,
as one would expect, is highly

1 PeterPapin Harriet Stella’s
apartment with some of Frank
Stella’s Navajo weavings in
frontof a1968 work from Ron
Davis’s Dodecagon Series

2 Navajo Post-Classicstyle
textile, ca. 1885.137x1.78 m

(4’ 6” x5'10”). By the third
quarter of the 19th century,
Diné weavers explored new
compositional approaches by
expanding designs vertically
and increasing their scale. The
large zig-zags in alternating
bold colours are enlarged for
visual impact and presence.
Alltextilecaptions]Jill Ahlberg-Yohe

3 Navajolateclaborated serape/
eyedazzler/Germantown
variant textile, ca. 188s.
Natural wool, vegetal and
syntheticdyes, 1.55X1.96 m
(5'1”x6"5”). Large angular
horizonal bands of bold,
colourful yarn outlined by an
orange/red serrated edge
create evenly placed inner
diamond vertical shapesin the
field imparing tension and
action while simultaneously
bringing each design element
intoa harmonious whole

4 Navajo textile, ca. 1900.
1oox1.14m(3'3”x3'9”).Late
19th/early 20th-century
weavers began to experiment
with minimal, squareand
vertically oriented designs.
The shift from horizontal
orientation made designs less
dynamic. Toadd movement,
the weaver used different
shades of yarn, creating wavy
lines within the coloured
squares

individual in character, lacking
pieces such as the early classical
blankets and serapes that are the
acme for most traditional Navajo
textile collectors.

Jill Ahlberg- Yohe, Curator of
Modern and Contemporary Art at
the Cafesjian Art Trust Museum
in Minnesota, is researching the
collection for Pap. According to
her, most of the textiles can be
categorised as late 19th/early
20th-century Transitional Period
weavings. This was a time of
significant innovation in Navajo
weaving, marked by expanded
colour palettes, evolving
geometries and experimentation

with scale and visual complexity.
In an essay written to accompany
the Pap presentation, she writes,
‘Stella favoured textiles with
fresh, innovative colours newly
introduced into the Southwest,
strong horizontal lines, and
compelling optical sensations.’
Ahlberg-Yohe explains that
‘Transitional Era weavings were
created between approximately
1885 to 1910, defined by time
period rather than style. They are
also classified in terms of what
they are not: they are not textiles
created during the Classic Period
(1800-1885) nor of the early 20th
century Trading Post/Rug era’
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5 Navajo lateeyedazzler
variantstyle textile, ca. 1885.
Natural wool, vegetal, cochineal
and syntheticdyes, 1.27x1.93m
(4' 2" x 6" 4”). Acombination of
understated elegance and
detailed elaboration.Ona
ClassicPeriod-style crimson
ground, the weaver incorporated
natural grey, black and white
wool into delicate, overlapping
shapes thatdance on top of the
stablered surface, creating
subtle dimensionality and
optical movement

6 Navajo optical textile,
€2.1900.1.45x2.01m (4 9" x 6’ 7”).
One of the strongest works of
artin the Stella collection, an
excellent example of late 19th/
early 20th-century creative
mastery, tightly woven with
overlappingabstract designs
thatare made to trick the eye

7 Navajo Post-Classicstyle
textile, ca.1885.1.27x2.21m

(4 2”x7'3"). Although acquired
nearly adecadeafter Frank
Stella helped develop anew
style of painting in the 1960s,
the all-over composition with its
bold, confident colour choices
recalls his edge-to-edge and

large stripe paintings

8 Navajo banded-style textile,
ca. 1900. Natural wool and
syntheticdye, 1.09 X 1.906 m

(3’ 77 x6"5”). Diné weavers
created banded-style blankets
for use and for trade. Natural
grey, white and brown wool is
used for the connected half-
chevron design bands,and
different batches of red yarns
are spread throughout
resulting in waves of shading
rather than blocks of different
red yarns

9 Navajo Post-Classicstyle
textile, ca.1885.0.83x1.32m

2’ 9” x4’ 4”). Crossdesigns and
serrated diamonds were key
elements in Classic Period
Diné weaving (1800-1880), and
weavers of later periods often
drew upon these designs to
anchor new elementsin their
creations. Icthasbeen suggested
that the crosses may symbolise
Spiderwoman, the holy being
who brought Diné weaving
into existence

10 Navajo twill weave textile,

1 I

ca.1895.079x132m (2" 7" x4’ 4”).
Most Diné weavers used a

simple tapestry technique, but
twill requires more heddles,
moreyarn, and incredible
concentration and counting
skills. Elegantand deceptively
complex, the design is well
proportioned and cohesive
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Unlike an earlier generation
of 20th-century artists whose
work was influenced by non-
Western art including textiles,
Frank Stella’s signature artistic
style, with its bold colours, strong
horizontal lines and striking,
sometimes fractured, eye-
dazzling geometrics, predates
his textile collecting. The Navajo
worKks in this collection tend to
reflect that style, rather than
vice versa.

Stella, and other minimalist/
colour field contemporaries,
acquired some Navajo textiles
through fellow artist Anthony
Berlant, whose name is so
often mentioned in connection

with connoisseurship of the
Navajo artistic tradition, and
who, with Los Angeles County
Museum of Art curator Mary
Hunt Kahlenberg, organised the
landmark 1972 touring exhibition
‘The Navajo Blanket’. Several
pieces from that exhibition now
return to public view for the

first time.

These are joyous textiles, a
collection like no other, whose
weavers revelled in the freedom
of new materials, such as bright,
aniline-dyed Germantown yarns,
to use previously unimaginable
colour combinations and to
experiment with and adapt
traditional forms.



