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It would seem a truism, and unnecessary to repeat, that the very heart of the
older, established museum such as the Museum of Fine Arts can be found in
its permanent collection. This is clear, at least, to most of us who devote our
lives to these institutions. When we think of a museum, we think of its collec­
tion, and particularly of its great strengths. Ifyou say "the Museum of Modern
Art" to me, I imagine the gallery full of Matisses, or the one with their great
Pollocks. When I think of the Philadelphia Museum of Art, I see the superla­
tive group of Eakins paintings; for Chicago, I conjure up the great Seurat,
Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jaue. The collection is what
gives the museum its identity, establishes its mission, and suggests its future.
The collection also is often the most important factor in attracting the attention
and allegiance of both its professional staff and its major supporters. More­
over, most museums, including the Museum of Fine Arts, place the care and
preservation of the collections at the top of their mission statements.

Yet despite all this, I believe that while we pay lip service to the idea that
the collection is central to what museums are about, we are in danger in our
real lives of making the care, conservation, exhibition, storage, publication,
research, and building of the collection into a secondary aim. As Philippe de
Montebello has pointed out on several occasions, these are difficult and
strange times for museums, and undermanned staffs turn increasingly to the
production of temporary exhibits-with their hoped-for financial benefits to
the museum; and the· occasional moments of glorythey~canbringto·thedirec·
tor and curator-while turning away to a considerable extent from their tra­
ditional job of caring for the permanent collection. My own view is that col­
lections are akin to living organisms. Collections that are not cared for, that
are not actively researched, conserved, published, and exhibited become
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weak, and they may even die. Collections become especially vulnerable if
they are left without specialist curators who study and champion them. Thus
a distinguished modernist director, Andrew Ritchie, sold Yale's great collec­
tion of Tiffany glass in the late fifties because the material seemed tasteless
and therefore irrelevant to the study of art history. More recently, during the
past year, the Walker Arts Center sold the last of its T. B. Walker collection of
nineteenth-century American paintings, including the now famous painting
by Frederic Church, Home by the Lake, 1852, which set an all-time price
record for an American picture at Sotheby's in May 1989. This deaccession­
ing was done with great deliberation and care, a number of distinguished ex­
perts were consulted, and in many ways, the deaccessioning makes sense in
view of the Walker's self-definition as a inuseum of contemporary art. But at
the same time, no one can doubt that it was a tragic loss for Minneapolis and
for the people of that area. It was the region's core collection of nineteenth­
century American art, and it exists no longer. Surely the sale never would
have happened if either the Walker or its neighbor, the Minneapolis Art Insti­
tute, had had at the time a curator specializing in the nineteenth-century
American field. This is not to say that I believe deaccessioning to be de facto
wrong. We do it regularly at the Museum of Fine Arts, and we try to do it
carefully and wisely; but our rule is never to sell things that we dislike, be­
cause we know that taste changes. Rather, we do it only in narrowly defined
areas when trying to upgrade the work of an artist or school. One of the great
joys of working with a collection as good as ours in Boston is the opportunity
to improve holdings that are already strong. To give just one example, no one
would doubt that our collection of works by John Singleton Copley, number­
ing some sixty-two paintings and thirty drawings, is one of the great treasures
of the museum, one of the reasons people come to the MFA. During the past
decade, we have worked hard to make this great collection even more out­
standing, in the process acquiring three more Copley paintings-the famous
Boy with a Squirrel, the rare full-length portrait of Colonel Nathaniel Spar­
hawk, and a beautiful grisaille, The Copley Family, which includes a Copley
self-portrait in it. One of these acquisitions came as a gift, one was a partial
purchase and partial gift, and one was wholly bought. Purchase funds in these
cases came from the sale of three of the weakest of our Copleys. I think
deaccessioning works best where you have a strong expertise, and it is best
when you upgrade within a given school, as the Museum of Modem Art did
successfully recently with the purchase of their Van Gogh, or where you up­
grade within the work of the same artist. We have slowly learned in our field
that people, both scholars and the public, come to a museum for its
strengths-that people go to Philadelphia to see Eakins, to New Haven to see
Trumbull, to Sarasota to see Rubens, and so on-and that we need not all aim
to have a broad survey of all of art history. In the fifties it was very popular for
all museums to have a broad survey of everything; that now seems unneces­
sary and naive.



15 The Museum's Collection

Working with a collection is extremely rewarding for the specialist, but
sadly, in most of our museums, we have not yet learned how to convey this
high priority of the collection to others. Both our public and our own trustees
are likely to see our full storerooms either as representing liquid inventory, or
as demonstrating that we already have more art than we need, both of which
are quite wrong. The rise in the art market makes our collections worth more
and concomitantly makes our lives more difficult in almost every respect.
Most dangerously, current prices raise the specter of selling art to pay operat­
ing expenses, which would, I believe, have a devastating effect on the future
of museums. Alan Shestack, I know, feels strongly about this. We have not
been effective in making clear the museum's multifaceted role as a center of
research, as a bureau of aesthetic standards, as a library of materials, styles,
and signatures, and as the source for future rediscoveries, exhibitions, and
inevitable changes of taste. A collection must be properly curated; if it is not
constantly being improved, it may well decline. Ongoing research and publi­
cation is particularly important if the museum is going to be more than a
storage facility and the curator more than a caretaker, as has already happened
in some small museums and historical societies.

In my own field of American art, during the 1980s, the Henry Luce Foun­
dation has made an enormously important contribution toward solving this
problem. During the past seven years they have made grants to some 20 mu­
seums for research and publication of both scholarly and popular catalogues
of the permanent collections. These catalogues set a standard for the Ameri­
can and modem fields. The Luce Foundation also funded the superb Luce
Study Center at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, a computerized, open col­
lection storage, which was completed this year. During the nineties, it looks
as though museums may be forced to tum back to their collections, as the cost
of special exhibitions rises and outside funding from business and government
dwindles. It seems to me that this is not an unwelcome development, for our
permanent collections are the essential reasons for the existence and survival
of the museum, and they deserve our attention.

Julia Brown Turrell

There is a range of issues facing museums as they form collections. How to
do so with great quality, with major works; and how to do it accurately, so the
evolution and force of art is conveyed in a way that is responsible to cultural
history and to art itself. How··to develop.a ..collectionofstrengthand..distinc"
tion so each museum is not a carbon copy of the next. How to do so both with
limited resources and with a limited number of works of great quality, in a
world that is intensely competitive.

Museums are in a difficult period with the myriad of pressures placed upon
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them to play many different roles in a community and to serve many different
constituencies. At the heart of the museum's responsibility is to form and
present its collection and to serve well its most important constituency-art
itself.

I speak from the viewpoint of a director of a relatively medium-sized insti­
tution outside of a major urban center, a museum with distinctive architecture
and an outstanding twentieth-century collection. This presents different issues
and challenges from those of a large museum collecting many fields and peri­
ods. I also speak as a museum director with a particular concern about how
best to collect and present the important art of our times for now and for future
generations.

The current art market has complicated the task of museums tremendously,
as has been well and frequently discussed. The rapid escalation of prices both
at auction and in the galleries has taken many museums out of the market.
Donors, because of this factor, and because of the current tax laws, are less
willing to give. Another result of this money frenzy has been an uncomfort­
able shift in values whereby one is talking more about money than about art,
and real value becomes harder and harder to ascertain. In the contemporary
art world, the interplay of museums, galleries, artists, collectors, auction
houses, critics and other writers, and the ever-present media results in a com­
plex of powerful factors that influence reputations and prices.

Within this tangle of forces there remains the steady and compelling power
of the art itself, and it is the job of the museum to fully respond to it. It is
essential that museums work both with the market and independently of the
market in their building of collections. Because the forces that drive the mar­
ket are not the same as those that drive art, and because the goals of the two
are not the same, the museum must keep its sights clear on what is important
in art and not be overly influenced or driven by what may be important in the
market.

I feel that in our turbulent times, and particularly in the area of contempo­
rary art, it is more important than ever for the museum to be bold, to be steady,
to be wise, and to be responsible-to art and to artists and to its public.

It is imperative for museums to plan for the future in response to the devel­
opment and needs of art itself and to realize that continual institutional
growth, change, and reassessment are required because the history of art con­
tinues to evolve.

By carefully assessing what has been an important force in the recent evo­
lution of art, and taking on that work which may challenge some of the tradi­
tional spatial and structural constraints of many museums, I believe one can
form an important collection of art of our time, even with limited resources.
In marshaling one's resources and working with artists, collectors, dealers,
and the auction houses to identify and purchase primary works, I believe one
can still make a collection of substantial and lasting meaning even with lim-
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ited resources. To have the courage of one's conviction, as an institution, and
not to be swayed by the prevailing forces of fashion will bear real fruit.

One of the directions we are pursuing in Des Moines is to take advantage of
our unique setting (which includes buildings by architects Eliel Saarinen,
I. M. Pei, and Richard Meier) and our location in a beautiful park, by com­
missioning and purchasing environmental outdoor and indoor works for the
collection. A major sited sculpture in stone by Richard Serra has just been
installed, and works by Bruce Nauman, Robert Irwin, Siah Armajani, Bill
Viola, Richard Fleischner, Ann Hamilton, and Mary Miss are in various
stages of development. These are artists who are making a major contribution
to the evolution of art but whose nonobject works and installations are less
involved in the art market. We are also continuing to build the collection
through seeking important individual works from 1940 to the present using
the same combination of resources used by most museums; collection endow­
ment funds, fund-raising to support individual works, careful deaccessioning
to focus and strengthen the collection, and the seeking of donations. In the
intensely competitive arena of contemporary art, with more and more mu­
seums and collectors around the world focusing on contemporary art, it is a
challenge to identify and purchase important works while the price is still
within the realm of possibility, and before the prize is snapped up by others.

Jay E. Cantor

My remarks will be partially economic and partially philosophical. I hope to
suggest through a few digestible statistics what we all know from the banner
headlines of the press reports on each season's rounds of major auctions. The
market is hot, and prices are escalating at an incredible rate. The real impact
of price increases on collectors, both private and institutional, has to be under­
stood in light of broad patterns of collecting behavior.

The auction market represents only a segment of the art market, the other
part being the trade-in itself a diverse group ranging from art consultants to
private dealers to the traditional gallery, with a fair number of people dealing
out of an attache case sprinkled in. The auction market is, however, an in­
creasingly large and visible component of the market. Moreover, the sales
figures, by consistency, volume, and documentation, are the most reliable in­
dex we have of the art market. While we cannot quantify the entire market
through auction records, we can discern patterns and examine changes that
have occurred. We also have evidence that auction prices both mirrorthe.mar­
ket and influence it when we see dealers adjusting prices immediately after an
auction.

The other half of my discussion will revolve around notions of collecting
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and the interplay among museums, private collectors, and the market. I want
to glance back at market patterns of the last five years and to suggest some of
the reasons for the changes that have occurred. Most price cycles in the art
market last from three to five years. Significantly, the most recent five year
period encompasses the 1986 tax law revision and demonstrates its impact on
the art economy. You will forgive me if I take my figures from Christie's sales,
but these are easiest for me to obtain. As we have enjoyed a fairly stable
proportional balance with our major competitor over this period, I think our
figures can be taken as a viable sampling rather than as a reflection of the
redistribution of market share.

I will also concentrate on New York sales which, amazingly, have su­
perseded London. This is an interesting footnote, as a decade ago, America
was a provincial auction center.

Since 1984, Christie International's sales have increased annually at incred­
ible rates: 1985-86, 8.2%; 1986-87, 50%; 1987-88, 10%; 1988-89, 63%
(percentages are based on figures in pounds sterling). Our growth in New York
has been similarly astonishing: 1985-86, 12.8%; 1986-87,56.0%; 1987-88,
48.6%; 1988-89,56.5% (percentages are based on figures in U.S. dollars).

In the 1960s, museums clearly held the center stage in making dramatic,
high-priced art purchases. Beginning with the Metropolitan Museum's acqui­
sition of Rembrandt's Aristotle Contemplating the Bust of Homer for $2.3
million, continuing through the 1970 sale of Velasquez's Juan de Pareja at
over one million pounds sterling, to the Monet Terasse at St. Adresse in 1967,
there was an optimistic broadening of the art market with museums in the
lead. Such purchases may well have been a capstone-a fruition of 100 years
of treasure hunting which had brought millions of works of art into the public
domain. Museum professionals considered collections growth as a primary
goal, and museum training focused on connoisseurship. Thoughtful acquisi­
tions became the visible expression of the museum's professional activities.

Simultaneously, costly blockbuster exhibitions emerged as contenders for
precious dollars of funding and began to erode the primacy of acquisitions as
the focus of popular fascination with museums. Both of these activities are
threatened by the current escalations in the market. Museums that cannot buy
may also find it difficult to insure desired loans, and lenders in tum, because
of the increased value and implied risk factor of a loss, have become increas­
ingly unwilling to part with works. This is further complicated by the fact that
we have a new breed of collector.

Scarcity and value in the market have combined with mobility in lifestyle
to give art a different place in the domestic and emotional landscape of collec­
tors. To put it bluntly, we have probably gone from the era of art collecting to
the era of art consuming. In that scenario, art is acquired as an adjunct to other
lifestyle decisions and can be changed as easily as one converts, say, from
French provincial to Art Deco. Art has become, particularly through the good
offices of art institutions, endowments, and the media, accessible and easy. A
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broader base of collectors now populates the marketplace, making, hopefully,
studied but often highly personal decisions. These collectors are often disen­
gaged from the traditional arena of museum affiliation and influence and from
the familiar halls of plush, upscale galleries.

The new collector, who may never aspire to own more than a handful of
works, pushes up prices and may well be invisible, aloof from the supplica­
tions of institutions. This collector is less likely to follow the lead of earlier
generations who were the donors of important objects and collections. Older
generations have absorbed the philanthropic instinct, at times outside of finan­
cial self-interest; it remains to be seen whether ready-made fortunes carry
with them the same civic impulse. Furthermore, survival of this donor in­
stinct, as we all know, was dealt a severe, additional blow by the 1986 tax law
which eliminated the financial incentive to give appreciated property. In addi­
tion, museums are competing with each other to attract nationally recognized
collectors in specific fields in hopes of luring them from their home institution
with promises of greater national celebrity.

One of the few remaining opportunities for museums to lure gifts is in the
form of bequests. Appreciated art becomes a liability in an estate and a drain
on liquid assets. If the attraction of high prices and the ready accessibility of
auctions, which perform especially well with estate material, do not distract
heirs and executors, the bequest of art can be the most important potential
source of acquisitions for all but the few institutions with generous purchase
funds.

In the absence of a surviving class of philanthropic and nurturing trustees,
and faced with other financial woes, the museum has turned increasingly to
entrepreneurial or corporate leaders for managerial assistance on their boards.
There is an expectation that these trustees will also provide much-needed
funding, but they in tum assume they have been put on the board to provide
the benefits of their business experience. These trustees often do not under­
stand the difference between running the museum as a business and running it
in a businesslike way. Hoping to convert practical managers into philanthro­
pists, some museums, especially those in smaller communities, could find
themselves with board members who have no interest in collections or collect­
ing. Furthermore, in some institutions, curatorial departments lack a trustee
collector to carry their banner and can find themselves at a singular disadvan­
tage.

The curator is charged with encouraging fledgling or established collectors
in the hopes they may also become donors. Curiously, at the very moment
when this potential seems gloomiest, museums have awakened to the neces­
sityofintimate familiarity with the marketplace. We see many more curators
escorting collector groups to sales than ever before.

Many museums are also lumbered with a slow and cumbersome acquisi­
tions process totally out of sync with the rhythm of the marketplace. Acquisi­
tion decisions reside with collectors, committees, and ultimately the board of
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trustees. The process was necessary in an era when the trustees, collectors
themselves, were often paying for the art. With a new breed of trustee and
greatly expanded professionalism of the museum staff, these procedures need
to be streamlined.

Auctions will not wait, and after decades of having their property held cap­
tive for months pending a board meeting, dealers will not wait either. If they
offer work to a museum, it is often the arcane, the difficult, the rare, or uncom­
mercial object.

Collectors clearly have the advantage, especially the new entrants to the
field. Those long engaged in the process can find it difficult to adapt to new
price levels, even when their resources are adequate. New money enters the
market and accepts it at its current level. Today's prices are the market. The
secret desire for a return to the old days is not likely to be fulfilled because
the old days are unknown to the new collector. I, of course, am not ruling out
an across-the-board market adjustment.

Ironically, it may be high prices that pull people into the market, like moths
attracted to a light bulb. The spotlight increases energy and activity, but it can
be fatal. The heat of the art market simulates the fast-paced financial markets
the new collector is familiar with. Art has become liquid-and the market­
place self-verifying.

As important private collections are drawn into the market by high prices,
their freshness in the sales arena helps energize the bidding and escalate the
selling price. Even the reappearance of a work of art after only a brief time off
the market is not as catastrophic as it once was, since for new buyers, unfa­
miliar with a work's past history, the piece is a discovery, and price changes
make it appear a bargain.

A recent and compelling example of this is a pastel by Mary Cassatt sold in
June of 1984 in a Christie's American painting sale for $495,000. This large
(25 x 32 inches) and dramatic work entitled The Conversation was reoffered
in an American Paintings gallery four years later at $1,500,000 and found no
takers. The owner then put it back at auction, this time in Christie's French
Impressionist sale, where it commanded $4,510,000 only five years after its
purchase at one-tenth of that price.

Liquidity, of course, can also encourage the pure speculator, and with that
apparition in the market, we are all in trouble. While collecting may have
become consuming, it should not be commodity trading.

Can museums participate in the market? Part of the answer, of course, lies
in the collections policy. The institution that aspires to comprehensive over­
view, and one that hopes to build on selected strengths of the collection, can
each find the market's scarcity defeating. On the other hand, specialized la­
cunas can be filled with objects that are not in the center of the market. While
a Monet may be out of reach at $10 million, the truth is that the wealthier
institutions probably do not need the kind of Monet that comes up, and the
poorer ones would have been out of the market at one million.
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Those who build collections on an existing strength appeal, in particular, to
the specialist and scholar who finds it useful and convenient to see quality and
quantity in concentration at a particular location. Such specialized focuses
become visible attributes and promotable features of an institution-the mu­
seum as treasury and as monument demonstrating the power of plenty. The
average visitor finds less utility in such aggregation. A broader chronicle
probably provides greater functional utility for the community. And in days of
decreasing assets and fewer traveling exhibitions, the permanent collectors
will come into focus more clearly as the source of community interest in a
museum. Museums are more likely to find collecting solutions in their base­
ments-either by resurrecting previously neglected works or by finding ma­
terial for deaccessioning.

The subject of deaccessioning is prickly and controversial, but it is an ex­
tremely important avenue for the museum which, while hurt by the rising
market, might also benefit from it. As there is no right acquisitions or collec­
tions philosophy, there is no single acceptable rationale for deaccessioning.
What I can suggest is that objects once in a museum are not sanctified in
eternity, nor are they condemned to death if deaccessioned. The move from a
basement rack or shelf to a Park Avenue apartment might be a step up, as the
buyer who pays a good price is likely to care well for the purchase. It becomes
part of the museum's new function not simply to be the custodian in perpetu­
ity, but rather the educator and counselor to private preservers of art.

There is a lesson here from the countless historic preservation agencies who
have deaccessioned houses with covenants to protect them. Furthermore, the
sale of art is done to bring other art into the museum, so there is, in effect, no
net loss and, in terms of the usefulness of the collections, a probable net gain.

Museums have participated more actively in the marketplace in recent
years, as is evident from the figures reported in table 1.1. The responsibility
to preserve, and the desire to build visible monuments is taking a special twist

Table 1.1 Museum Selling and Buying Activity at Christie's, 1984-89

Museum sales
1988-89 88
Violette de Mazia Collection sold for

the benefit of the Barnes Founda-
tion

1987-88 86
1986-87 61
1985=86 ·37
1984-85 28

Museum purchases
1988-89 93
No purchase figures available for previous years.

Year Institutions Lots Total Sales

844 $21,735,080
440 7,865,720

29,600,800

1,277 14,237,912
1,000 8,178,297

997 .. 6;425;306
298 3,517,168

142 37,543,678
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Table 1.2

American Asian Other Total

83,014,680
100
420
100

Contemporary Art Sales Combined Totals: November 7 and 8, 1989:

Dollars spent 39,410,580 9,136,600 34,279,300
% Dollars spent 47 I I 42
Lots bought 236 41 153
% Lots bought 55 9 36

Impressionist and Modern Paintings, Drawings and Sculpture Collection by
Mr. and Mrs. Paul Mellon; Impressionist and Modern Paintings and Drawings:

The Mr. and Mrs. George N. Richard Collection; Important Impressionist and Modern
Paintings, Drawings and Sculpture, Part I-November 14, 1989:

Dollars spent 49,027,000 88,715,000 94,616,000 232,358,000
% Dollars spent 21 38 41 100
Lots bought 17 25 26 68
% Lots bought 25 37 38 100

The Billy Wilder Collection: November 13, 1989:

Dollars spent 15,763,000 3,822,500 13,055,900 32,641,400
% Dollars spent 48 12 40 100
Lots bought 42 12 31 85
% Lots bought 49 14 37 100

as museums confront the challenge to keep works of art in America in the face
of the influx of foreign buyers. Again it is helpful to look at the statistics. In
the most recent round of major Impressionist, modem, and contemporary
sales, we see an interesting pattern of foreign buying (table 1.2). The Ameri­
can collectors demonstrated a strong preference in the contemporary field
where the Japanese have only recently begun to make a showing. Asian buy­
ers are still timid in the area of contemporary art and accounted for a small
percentage of purchases. Even in the post-Impressionist and modem field,
which was the core of the Billy Wilder collection, Asian buyers lagged behind
American and other collectors. However, in the Impressionist arena, Asians
bought a strong percentage of works, although not, as they had previously, all
of the more expensive works.

Museums in America have undergone enormous physical expansion in the
last few decades leading to an increase in memberships which, in tum, led to
an increased need to keep members interested. Collecting activity has been a
major component of that program. Collecting for a museum is incontrovert­
ible evidence that it is, in fact, alive. Like an economy seeking continuous
growth, museums have taken collection expansion as a sacred obligation. Col­
lecting is often the reason a director or curator went into the field, a love of
objects and the ameliorating influence of retail therapy. With this new market
structure, and increasing competition from foreign buyers, the major lament
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is that the fun is gone. It is hard to collect; it is hard to convince the adminis­
tration to pay attention to the collection.

The other side of museum work, the study and interpretation of the collec­
tion, has been suppressed in favor of the big and showy, audience-gathering,
blockbuster. The staff spends an increasing proportion of their time filling out
grant applications to the endowments or courting corporate sponsors. The
small-scale, thoughtful, exploratory exhibition does not boost admissions.

American museums are rather frightened by the prospect of middle age, and
little comfort is provided by the examples of great European institutions that
are great without growing. American museums are too professionally oriented
to sit still and too restless to retire. We may be at the end of a great era of
collecting for institutions, but there are still significant opportunities.

The accumulated resources of American museums are a rich field for schol­
arship and an undiscovered territory for large segments of the population.
Enlightened entertainment-the guiding principle of the creators of parks and
museums a century ago-is still a positive potential for the museum public.
The treasures of American institutions are a document of aspiration and a
vehicle of inspiration.

In many ways, American museums have veered from their charter pur­
poses. The frenzy of creation subsumed another, philosophical goal. Museum
charters defined art as a means to an end-art in the service of education,
moral uplift, and social betterment. And if original works of art were not
available, these goals could be achieved through the use of casts and reproduc­
tions. Then suddenly new American wealth and a Europe impoverished by
war made the unimaginable possible: great treasures could be purchased, and
their acquisition became the major thrust of the museum.

New alignments in the market and a renewed understanding of what mu­
seums can and should accomplish will refocus attention on existing collec­
tions. Those collections will be revalued not only as a product of modem
scholarship, but also in the light of revivals of older, forgotten, charter pur­
poses. While we would all still like to be out there collecting, these new goals
pose challenges in these complicated, not unimportant days.

John Walsh

Let me first say a few words as the 1989-90 president of the Association of
Art Museum Directors, the AAMD, which represents about 140 of the larger
iiffmliselimsitfthiscountry:- --_..

When the trustees of AAMD learned about a year and a half ago that a
group of world-famous economists, led by a former counselor to the presi­
dent, planned to make a study of the economics of art museums, we had con­
flicting feelings. We were flattered, first of all, since we had been insisting to
























