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J. Carter Brown

In terms of general overview I thought that I would not try to summarize the
conference. I shall try to be general and touch on some basic issues that have
come up.

I might perhaps start with being very specific about the National Gallery.
Oscar Wilde said that “America’s youth is the oldest of her traditions,” and the
National Gallery’s differentness has become the oldest of its. Everyone as-
sumes that the Gallery is completely sui generis, but in fact it is just another
art museum in most ways, and we face many of the same issues that everyone
else does. It is always the balance of envy. (I know when I moved to Washing-
ton as a young bachelor I noticed that the singles thought that they would be
better off being married, and my married friends tended to wonder nostalgi-
cally whether they would not be better off single.) If you are a government
museum you sometimes spend a lot of your time and energy envying people
in other situations, and perhaps vice versa.

The National Gallery is a hybrid and so we are hard to classify. Both build-
ings were given from the private sector, as was and is all the art. Whereas, the
maintenance, and all the fundamental underlying budget, is provided by the
federal government, as was the land that we were built on. The temporary
exhibition program, for example, is a complete mixture. The Congress says
that they will only fund part; we have to go out and find private-sector funding
while getting help from the federal side as well.

-——By-law,-we-may.-not.charge-admission. We.do-not have certain_other.eco=........

nomic options open to us. For example, there is no parking to charge for. Our
ticketing systems do not include an entrance fee because our interpretation is
that that would be a form of admissions. Our ticketing policy is to increase
the quality of the visit, as we were talking of earlier, by limiting the number
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of people in an exhibition to a manageable number at any given time, and
helping, on humanitarian grounds, to keep people from wasting time standing
in line.

Apart from pleading with the administration and two houses of Congress
for our budget, we have many of the same kinds of private-sector fund-raising
problems as everyone, particularly in terms of acquisitions. We envy our sis-
ter national institutions in other countries where, even if the grant amount has
been frozen for the last couple of years, they do get rather solid chunks of
government money to buy art. And, in special cases, the Louvre can go to the
French treasury for special grants when they find something really good, or
get special deals out of dation, a tax break in lieu of inheritance tax, if the
object is given to the nation. This is how the Louvre recently got a fabulous
Vermeer.

We have certain quirky policies. We do not rent our facilities to any outside
groups. We limit the reproductions that we sell only to two-dimensional ma-
terials, so we are out of the souvenir business. And we do not deaccession
anything other than duplicate prints. I will talk a little more about that in a
minute. Another thing we cannot do, by congressional mandate, is go to our
friends over at the National Endowment for the Arts for help.

The fundamental issues, though, that I wanted to address in a more general
way, are some of what the Harvard Business School called “hidden assump-
tions” that I think we’ve been hearing. All of these discussions about seman-
tics go quite deep, because of the fundamental point that the kinds of structure
with which an economist is trained to deal are only partially relevant to the art
museum.

A basic concept of business is to have a quantifiable goal. Although busi-
nesses do tend to have other criteria occasionally, fundamentally there is a
bottom line; and the bottom line is calculable and controls the decision-
making process, whether in profit centers, or in multiple markets, or in mul-
tiple products. However it is put together, it all comes out to one figure which
is either expressed in black or in red.

Naturally, these financial questions also obtain in the museum field, but
largely as a secondary matter. The financial dimension is a question, yes, of
survival. But it is not he point. It is not the be-all and end-all. It is not the
purpose of museums or why we are in—if you want to use the word—busi-
ness.

A recent review in the New York Times dealt with the book, Pricing the
Priceless: Art, Artist and Economics, by William D. Grampp. He is retired,
apparently. He seems well named, to judge by his views, which are reaction-
ary. At any rate, he takes the extreme sort of position that the arts ought to be
put out to fend for themselves in totally economic terms. The first thing you
do is dismantle the Endowments. There is no point of having any government
support for the arts and they should just fend for themselves like everything
else. However, even Grampp recognizes that “for museums there is not such a
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single simple guide. As non-profit organizations they are directed by other
purposes, goals, ends, motives, desires, aspirations and the like, which taken
together or separately offer no clear guide as to how they should conduct
themselves or how well they had done so0.” I think that sums up what we have
been talking about at this conference.

Economics should come into our thinking in museum administration as a
means to an end, but not as the end itself. As Sir John put it so well, it is a
different ethos. Peter Temin also very sensitively said we operate on a different
premise. In the background papers, the reference to this economic concept of
the “merit good” keeps cropping up, and it is nice to know there is a bin to put
us in because that is, I think, where we belong. Bill Luers has talked about
the parish church and I would submit that the most important decisions they
make are not what supplier they go to for communion wine or whether there
is a price break on wafers that month. The point is that they are in a different
business from business. I agree that it is hard sometimes to define exactly all
of what business museums are in. What art museums should not be in is a
market mentality; and I think Neil Rudenstine, characteristically, summed it
up in making the differentiation between being market-sensitive and being
market-driven (see chap. 3 in this volume).

Now when it comes to the question of collections, we have all kinds of
pitfalls. I was delighted that Bill Luers brought it up, so I don’t have to, the
extraordinary attack we are now undergoing as a field from the Financial Ac-
counting Standards Board (FASB), which would like museums to carry our
art collections on our balance sheets. Luckily, support for this position does
not come from the accounting profession as a whole, many of whom are per-
suaded that the museum point of view on this is absolutely correct. Museums,
as a matter of fact, have a broad base of support on this issue even from bank-
ers and audit firms.

First of all, how on earth would you ever find any meaningful number to
attach to these works of art if you took them at cost? Some of them came into
the collections so early on that is meaningless. If you took them at market, it
would depend which day you are talking about—with tremendous swings,
and very questionable comparability. Individual works of art are very individ-
ual. They are not like stocks and bonds which can be measured and quoted
hourly on the Big Board.

The ultimate question is usefulness. What good would it serve? On the
contrary, there is always the minus that it gives the essential, underlying idea
that these are economic goods, these works of art, tangible assets, and that
they somehow, therefore, could help us solve our other ills. There is where the

-most-dangerous-misapprehension-of-the- underlying--assumptions-come -if: -

Boards of trustees responsible for some of the museums of this country are in
fact largely made up from the business community, and they are not used to
the idea of certain objects that are under their control not being available fun-
gibly to cross the line into dollars. I was fascinated by Peter Temin’s sugges-
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tion that now that we have government controls on museums you do not need
to keep this line firm anymore because the only reason there ever was one was
to keep museum directors from lining their own pockets (see chap. 7 in this
volume). I thought that was taking it a little far.

In terms of the question of deaccessioning, I am not going to go into that in
detail here. I think that the arguments pro and con have been brought up. The
collections are held for posterity as part of our mandate, particularly if you
are a national museum. On the other hand, I can sympathize with those who
wonder how you are ever going to get art any other way these days.

There were, however, some comments made on this issue that I think need
to be rebutted. There was the idea that the responsibility of the museum to the
object can continue even if it is sold, by virtue of someone else possibly taking
better care of the object than the seller would have. That is great, if you can
place the work of art into another museum or even into the right kind of private
hands. But if you put it up for auction, as you almost have to do to protect
yourself, then you have lost control over who buys it. If it is good enough,
chances are it will leave the country. If it is not good enough (which should be
the one reason you are selling it), there is not much money in it anyway. If
you sell through the private market process, then there are all kinds of other
problems; a dealer is going to have to tell its client that the museum was irre-
sponsible in letting it go for such a low price, to justify the new price that has
been added on to it. It is a kind of no-win situation.

At the Gallery we have a different approach. We have a National Lending
Service, and we put these objects very much to work. I was delighted to hear
how many objects the Metropolitan lends. I know that the embassies are al-
ways in need. There are responsible institutions around the country that came
late into the collecting process. I think collections can be shared.

On the question of exhibitions, we do not have time to go through the long
litany of pros and cons. John Walsh’s summary I thought was very germane
(see chap. 1 in this volume). I would certainly subscribe to the need to try to
do everything possible to emphasize the permanent collections. It is not as
easy as it sounds. They are there—there is only so much you can do about
rubbing people’s noses against them.

What exhibitions do provide, however, is another way station along a con-
tinuum. If you pull back enough, you can see that really both of these alter-
natives—permanent installations and special exhibitions—are compromises.
At the far end of the spectrum is all the art that is out there everywhere in the
world. One can control it to some degree photographically, and put it on some
great list, and select from it at will, and write it into texts and lectures, and try
to shape it in histories and give it some point. But that is all done in the world
of ideas: it is done without originals.

At the other end of the spectrum are individual works of art that just happen
to be some place; they happen to have been collected, or they happen to have
gone into museums or to be in their original ecclesiastical or secular setting.
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And there you have the opportunity to come to them first hand. Who has ever
had a better opportunity to focus on a work of art, one that is not even in a
museum, say, than in little Borgo Sansepolcro, where you come and they open
the doors and there is the Piero della Francesca Resurrection? It is the only
thing there, and they know why you have come, why you have made this
pilgrimage. That is the kind of experience, directly, or a single great work of
art in the original and in its original context that cannot be reproduced even in
an art museum.

Somewhere in the middle are the opportunities to see original works of art
grouped together. Permanent collections are often large enough to offer some
modicum of context. Temporary exhibitions can go a step further, assembling
originals that are not normally together, so that a visitor gets a visual rationale,
made wholly of originals, as a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Such exhibi-
tions can be, I submit, the best of both worlds, although still a compromise,
and only temporary. Never as complete as the treatise, they still make coherent
sense, while offering the inestimable advantage of primary, direct experience.
If you ever wanted to penetrate the artistic personality and achievement of
Gauguin, for example, the overwhelming experience of the recent Gauguin
show in Washington and Paris provided, I believe, a better way of doing it
than coming upon the few Gauguins that are available normally on the walls
of the National Gallery of Art.

It is a question of trade-offs. It is, at the same time, a question of not being
taken over by the marketing mentality and trying to make these shows into
something they are not.

From the economic standpoint, it is erroneous to assume, as was said here,
that these exhibitions take funds away from acquisitions. I certainly know of
few corporations from whom we have ever been able to raise money for sup-
port of a temporary exhibition that would have been interested in putting the
same amount of money instead into some kind of art purchase. One has to be
realistic about where the funding sources are.

The fact that temporary exhibitions do occupy the dimension of time should
not be considered a minus. People procrastinate. If a show is there only tem-
porarily, it does help, as Harold M. Williams said, get people into the house.
It gets people into the habit of seeing works of art, reacting to them, and
learning that they can provide an extraordinary experience. If that makes the
permanent collection seem a little less urgent, it does not necessarily mean
that fewer people see the permanent collection than if there had been no
shows. I believe it expands the whole pie. But the subject is endlessly contro-
versial. It is largely made so by the media attention to shows rather than to

—collections; giving-us-a-false-impression-of-who-sees-what-at-a-museum; and-—— e

by the kind of moneymaking atmosphere that surrounds some temporary ex-
hibitions. I am delighted to hear the Metropolitan is deemphasizing that, as I
know other museums want to do.

That leaves me finally with the future, which is where everybody conve-
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niently runs out of time. The concept of expansion is one that I believe we
must challenge. It is not an inexorable conveyor belt, you do not have to go
on adding wings and growing for the sake of growth, acting on that hidden
assumption, the American expansionist mentality, which I think needs re-
thinking. We are paying for the expansions. Meanwhile, the curators are
sometimes now an increasingly small percentage of the overall staff. This does
not mean that there is necessarily less curatorial activity going on, on an ab-
solute scale. It does mean that we have got to have more maintenance people
and guards and so forth to take care of more space.

The encouraging thing is that people are going to art museums. I would call
your attention to a survey that was made this year in our area, in which they
found that museum-going was the most popular leisure activity in the re-
gion—with 55.3 percent of the area adults having visited a museum in the
previous year; as against, for example, live theatre, 32.1 percent; Kennedy
Center, 28 percent; any professional sport, 36 percent, and so forth.

The reasons that I am bullish about the long-range hold that art museums
are going to have on people are fundamentally the reasons that Marilyn Perry
has put forward (see chap. 2 in this volume). I think people do fall in love
with works of art, and as Francis Henry Taylor once said, “it is like love; it
takes.” It has a lot to do with exposure. Temporary exhibitions are among the
strategies that foster that exposure. They can offer an opportunity of providing
one of those moments when people get hooked. Robert Frost talked about the
“immortal wound.” If you can just provide that one experience, then people
are going to want to come back and back.

To do that, I think the future really depends on education and not necessar-
ily education inside the museum. To me where the battle should be waged is
on school boards and out in the communities of America in changing the value
system, in getting citizens to appreciate the relevance of our cultural heritage
in general and our visual heritage in particular. Then when people visit mu-
seums, they come with their own “furniture of the mind,” and they will have

something to which to attach these new experiences.
There are specific things we can do to try to help. Tax laws are very high on

our agenda. We have not discussed them that much, but there is a brilliant
background paper by Don Fullerton on their history. Unfortunately, you can-
not do much about the cost of works of art.

But rather than curse the darkness, I would like to see us light some
candles. I believe that education and political action are probably the flames
to which our fuel might best be directed.

Richard E. Oldenburg

It is really very daunting to be asked to give an overview, when almost every-
thing has been said and said very well. Nothing has been too cheerful as we
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ook ahead to our future. But I think it is inevitable that a conference on the
economics of art museums would be reasonably gloomy. It is said that when
artists get together, they discuss the high price of paint, and I can assure you
that museum directors do too.

There are, unfortunately, as many of us have pointed out, a lot of trends
that are distressing. In hearing them discussed here or at other places, you
often find them being described in tones of fin de siecle, ends of eras, and so
on. While this may not have been too odd an idea in a year like 1989, it all
sounds rather too dire. I like to think that there are also a few bright spots in
terms of challenges, and opportunities, and above all in terms of what we
continue miraculously to accomplish and offer. As we look around us, if in-
deed support is falling off, I think that it is certainly not because we have not
been valiantly doing what we are supposed to do.

We have talked about so many of our problems. Forgive me for touching on
some of them once again. We have talked about the rising cost of art, and I
just thought that I might add in passing, that it is not simply the many-million-
dollar paintings that have gone up; it is also lesser works and works in other
media. For example, we did a study of acquisition costs at The Museum of
Modern Art over the years. It was a lot easier to take chances with new paint-
ings and sculptures in 1958, when we could acquire 66 at an average cost of
$730. In 1988, we acquired 16 works at an average cost of $46,000. We can
also turn to another medium for an outstanding example. In 1979, which is
after all only 10 years ago, a print of Edward Weston’s famous photograph,
Shell (1927), sold at auction for $9500, which seemed very high at the time.
In the spring of last year, a comparable print from the same negative sold at
auction for $115,000 plus commission. In the field of modern and contempo-
rary art particularly, costs have been rising across the board.

We discussed in this context the decline of private philanthropy and the new
breed of consumer collectors. We also discussed many other problems, such
as the evidence that museum attendance seems to have reached a plateau and
that support from other areas was leveling off as well. At the risk of being
repetitive, I would like to take a longer view of these problems. I have some
claim to perspective, because I am surprised to realize that next week it will
be 20 years since I first came to the Museum in the publications department.
When I look back to see what I think are the major changes in that period, I
view some of these problems in a larger context that I find useful for analysis.

I would say that the primary change, in the largest sense, is the change in
the variety and the breadth of the sources of support on which museums rely.
The major transformation, particularly in large museums, seems to be the

-transformation-from-institutions- with--an-essentially-private-character;-even e

when publicly supported to very public institutions, even though largely pri-
vately supported. By public, I mean in terms of responsibilities, expectations,
accountability, their own self-image, and of course dealing with a much larger
and diverse audience. There are many new masters, new people paying the
pipers and calling the tunes. This makes life in the museum a lot more com-
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plex, and it makes museums more vulnerable. As Mr. DiMaggio pointed out,
we have come a long way from the time when a few trustees and patrons made
up modest deficits, when museums were not all that eager for large audiences,
or at least were not prepared to make major efforts to lure them in (see chap.
2 in this volume). They certainly did not feel particularly accountable to the
public in the running of museums.

Those changes were anticipated in the sixties and seventies, when a lot of
the established institutions came under attack, and there were demands to be
more responsive to community needs. Museums came out pretty well. I think
we have a record of credibility and purpose, and we are generally recognized
to have high standards. But the questions could not be ignored, and I think
museums got the point.

So we started building larger publics for our programs and designing pro-
grams to attract them. And this was possible, as Neil Rudenstine pointed out,
because of many factors—growth in sophistication, media attention to artists
as celebrities and to new movements like Pop Art, and the right timing in
many other areas (see chap. 3 in this volume). These programs needed more
support than the old operations could provide without new sources of income.
And so we turned first to the government. And as we know the National En-
dowment for the Arts (NEA) came into being in 1965, and was supplemented
by the National Endowment for the Humanities and the Institute of Museum
Services. Most of these grants were small amounts in relation to museum
budgets. However, they were tremendously important, because so much of
our budgets are allocated to the base expenses of keeping the doors open. It is
that final small dollar share that allows you to realize the special project, the
special exhibition—that means far more than its apparent impact on the bud-
get. Now government support seems to have leveled off or to be eroding, and
we even fear that it might disappear. Of course, the most significant govern-
ment support is not grants from these agencies, but the support that has been
given through tax incentives and exemptions. These have helped build our
great collections and have made our museums what they are, the envy of mu-
seums all over the world. And it is, therefore, particularly ironic when we
meet colleagues from abroad looking for advice on how to adapt the American
system and apply it in other countries just as we seem to be dismantling it
here, whether Congress is doing so consciously or unconsciously. Ahead of
us we can see Congress exploring further steps in that dismantling in areas
like the unrelated business income tax and in possible taxation of income from
endowments. In the meantime, museums have had to assume new obligations
to meet government regulations attached to the modest support we do receive.

When government support proved disappointing, we turned to corporate
support, and to a remarkable degree this new savior came through. Until the
late sixties and the seventies, the support from corporations for cultural activ-
ities was pretty modest. The large part was mostly in education or medicine.
But when you look at the increase in arts support, the figures are amazing,
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particularly in terms of the kind of investment capital that we talked about
yesterday that has made growth possible.

The Business Committee for the Arts was founded in 1967, and began to
record the growth in corporate interest and contributions. In 1967, $22 million
went from corporations to the arts in general. In 1985, $700 million went to
the arts, of which about a quarter went to museums. And they calculate that
over the past two decades, the decades I am talking about, about $1.35 billion
has gone to museums in various forms. From a time when we did not even
solicit corporations for annual support, corporations have now in many
cases—like the Museum of Modern Art—become the largest single category
giving support through the annual fund. They also give capital gifts and have
helped to fund many of the new museums and museum additions in recent
years. Above all, they sponsored the special exhibitions which have been the
most prominent phenomena in building museum attendance. Now, unfortu-
nately, here again we are in trouble. Corporations are pulling back. There are
many reasons: mergers and acquisitions, retrenchments of major sponsors like
oil companies, and, of course, tax changes here too. Most evident, and I guess
most disturbing, is a change in attitude; the old rhetoric about community
citizenship and quality of life is a lot less heard now. We get very frank
bottom-line arguments, perhaps because of intense corporate competition and
belt tightening. Corporations want to prove a direct impact of arts funding to
justify its effects in terms of markets, demographics, and impressing govern-
ment leaders. We hear phrases like “patronage that pays,” “cause-related giv-
ing,” and “affinity of purpose.” This trend is underscored by the fact that we
are getting more and more of our funds not from the philanthropic arm of the
corporation but from the advertising, promotion, and other marketing bud-
gets. And these agencies, in turn, are asking for major quid pro quos which,
as we give in to some of them, threaten to debase our own currency.

During the past two decades, even more important to museums than the
growth of corporate support is the extension that we have talked about to the
much larger public, on which we are now increasingly dependent for earned
income—from admissions, memberships, auxiliary activities, bookstores,
and restaurants—and for fund-raising, as well. We have gotten a lot more
sophisticated in wooing visitors, and one nice effect of that, I think, is re-
flected in the architecture of the museums we have built, which are certainly
designed to be much more welcoming, less forbidding temples than they used
to be.

We have discussed the phenomenon of special exhibitions, which has been
one of our major tools. We all know we are too reliant on them. We want to

—build-up-new-means- of-promoting-our-permanent-collections;-but-we also......

know there is no substitute for the popular exhibition, whether we like it or
not. They continue to affect the patterns we see in our finances and the work
we do. We try to balance our programs to include exhibitions, of the highest
quality hopefully, that will, at least for part of the year, draw in sizeable
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crowds. We know that attendance is not a good gauge, but it is a very seduc-
tive one because it can be easily quantified, unlike a lot of the other things
we do.

All of these changes, and others, have made museums much more complex.
We have had to create new departments to manage new services and respond
to new obligations. Many people have observed that, as a result, museums
have become much more like corporations—the corporations they are looking
to for support. And others have observed that corporations have become more
like museums, with collections, curators, and private museums, and no one
knows where all that will end.

It’s interesting to note that, except for Paul DiMaggio’s comments, (see
chap. 2 in this volume) the only issue I can think of that has not been very
well covered at this meeting, although it is so central, is the whole issue of
governance and what are the new demands made on people running museums.
A director now is expected not simply to be a scholar and curator; he or she is
to have business and marketing skills, to be an entrepreneur and negotiator, to
handle union contracts, to lobby for legislation and government appropria-
tions, to be a real estate developer—almost everything that you can think of,
including social director. One of my museum colleagues recently said that the
best training for a museum director now is to go to Cornell School of Hotel
and Restaurant Management.

Needless to say, there are few of these omnicompetent paragons around.
Since most of us are eventually liable to fail one or another of these tests, the
turnover in directors is great. This is distressing to all of us, and I am quite
convinced, very bad for our institutions.

Comparably, on the trustee side, museums have new trustees from the busi-
ness world who can be very helpful but who have different expectations from
trustees in the past. They may be very knowledgeable and committed to art,
but their training is oriented to business concerns and the bottom line. As our
nonart activities involving earned income and marketing increase, these trust-
ees feel much more qualified to advise and direct museums because the busi-
ness talents that they have can be applied very effectively. They can also exert
their control more widely than before, since artistic and financial choices in
museums today are not so clear. We ask ourselves every day what is an eco-
nomic decision and what is an aesthetic, intellectual decision. A primary ex-
ample is a special exhibition. An exhibition, of course, is a decision—a cur-
atorial decision—of what you want to present and prove, and what you want
to put together. But these days, it is often an immense financial gamble, and
without the assurance of corporate support, or government support, how
much can you ask of your trustees? If the support does not come in, or heaven
help you, if the show is not a great success, you can have something that can
skew 20 percent or more of your budget and result in a huge deficit.

These questions, I think, have become more difficult, and have made mu-
seums much more vulnerable. We expanded our programs, and if the support







































