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Foreword

To paraphrase Will Rogers, I've never met a museum I didn’t like. Large or
small, rich or poor, grand or narrow in scope, holding many or few collections,
well or badly operated, easy or difficult to find, museums in my personal
experience have largely been places of discovery, fascination, and enjoyment.
On occasion they have been places of frustration, annoyance, and even anger.
They have rarely been boring.

When people hear I am in the museum field they comment on how “interesting”
the job must be. I could not agree more, but unless they have spent a lot of time
employed in museums, few people actually know what they are about. I am still
deciphering them while simultaneously never losing the opportunity to explain
their value, though from a still-evolving perspective. Perhaps that is the critical
reason for my sense of daily engagement. If a person feeds on learning, wants
to avoid mindless daily routine, can accommodate superfluous distractions,
and has a capacity for ceaseless curiosity, museums can provide absorbing
mental and emotional habitats.

I have had the adventure of pursuing a museum career almost all my life.
My late parents enjoyed telling a story about me when I was five. We were
leaving the great Spanish fort in St. Augustine, Florida during a vacation there.
I said to them, “I would like to work in a place like this when I grow up” My
mother was an early childhood educator and my father was an interior designer.
Both loved history and art. They were sympathetic to my career path and
extremely supportive and proud of my work, as only doting parents can be.

In spite of my love for museums I continue to wonder why they exist, really.
The question has become more acute of late. Museums fulfill no fundamentally
requisite practical function such as hospitals, grocery stores, banks, farms,
or schools do. When people put together their daily to-do list, they are apt to
include things like picking up dry cleaning, making a doctor’s appointment,
mowing the lawn, or having the car washed. Going to a museum is not a
common item. For most people, museum attendance is either entirely absent
from their lives or rare.
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Foreword

In the grand scope of human existence, museums are late-comers to the
world scene — only a few hundred years old. Yet, they abound and seem to be
growing in number, size, and repute. Why is this? I have intuitively and experi-
entially concluded that there are several reasons. I reference these in the
following pages, yet I have no comprehensive, encompassing, quantifiable,
scientific, research-based evidence of any magnitude to support my perspectives.
To my knowledge such does not exist. I hereby put out a call to the psychology
profession to find out why people give museums credence. What in the inner
reaches of our psyches has caused these unique places to be?

Because mental inquiries tend to start with the self, I have begun asking my
“self” why I find museums of value. I used to simply embrace them and proceed
with appreciative glee. My financial reasons are obvious: I can make a living
and get a pay check in a museum. But, I can do that elsewhere and probably for
more money. Why did I chose to work in museums? What are the emotional,
intellectual, and social reasons for my decision? As I understand those I will
understand others’ reasons more acutely.

Only recently has it dawned on me that there might be developmental causes
for my museum affliction. My grandparents on both sides, maternal and paternal,
never threw anything out and lived in the same houses for a zillion years. They
were neither collectors nor hoarders, just practical people who, for whatever
reasons, found it easy to keep things even if not needed at the moment. Those
moments stretched into years. I spent countless hours in attics, a barn, and a
garage digging through boxes of family things of great curiosity and discovery.
Fortunately my parents loved old stuff and interesting art. Because of my
father’s work, our house was always beautifully decorated. We rarely bought
new furniture as inherited things filled our rooms and striking fabrics left over
from my father’s various decorating projects covered furniture and became
draperies. Everything had a story. Living in a show-and-tell environment is
exactly what making a living in museums is about.

In addition to loving parents, I have been extremely fortunate to have had a
few mentors, especially early in my career. I'm not sure mentoring is as common
these days as it once was, but it can be enormously helpful for newbies. As a kid
planning to get into museum work, a close childhood friend of my father’s pro-
vided encouragement and even a few jobs when I got to college. Dr. Earle W.
Newton had a peripatetic career as a museum director on the East Coast. He
hired me during two college midwinter academic field periods and one summer
break to help him at Florida museums he headed in those years. I got a lot of
experience and, in retrospect, had more responsibility than might be expected.
When I started as an entry-level curatorial assistant in 1971 at the Museum of
the City of New York I had two mentors, Joseph V. Noble, the director, and
Albert K. “Barry” Baragwanath, senior curator. (The last name is Welsh.) They
were generous, helpful, amusing, smart, savvy, and not afraid to instruct
me regarding improved employment habits, such as getting to work on time.
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Paul Rivard was a management guru for me when he was director of the Maine
State Museum and I was the assistant director. He was an ideal museum leader
and probably the funniest person I have ever met. I occasionally refer to these
men in this book.

I don’t know what the opposite of a mentor is, but I have reported to a couple
of them. The time spent dealing with their stupidity was an excruciating
“learning experience” This phrase never connotes something pleasant, but
I did learn how not to treat staff. I also learned that when it comes to bad
museum directors you cannot expect swift corrective action from trustees.
I learned that sociopaths in positions of museum power can be there for a very
long time. Ilearned how to implement a philosophy I have abided by all my life.
If I find a situation is untenable and feel I am wasting my time because of bad
bosses (including trustees), I move on. I don’t refer to these men in this book
but I owe them some level of appreciation. They all contributed to my deciding
to be a director. In that capacity I am in charge, mostly, and I only have to
report to trustees. What could be better than that ...?

Finally, and most wonderfully, I have had the extraordinary great fortune
to enjoy the love and support of my wife, Jane, and children, Andrew and
Katherine. I am without question the most fortunate man alive in this regard.
A heartwarming home has assured fun and balance in my personal and
professional life. Love is what it’s all about. Thank you!



Introduction

You can’t have too many museums.
The author

The Anatomy of a Museum offers my thoughts on why museums exist as they
are now and how they accomplish their work. This is not an objective explana-
tion of museums. My perspective is completely subjective and somewhat
“old school” I believe that museums exist to explain subjects through objects.

What I have written is based on more than four decades as a museum curator,
director, consultant, writer, educator, and trustee. While that may sound boast-
ful and suggests my observations are insightful and wise, I have learned over
the years that in the museum field, every day is a new day. I have plenty of ego,
but I will leave insight and wisdom to others. There are many who think they
can provide that. Most either never worked in a museum or if they did it was
not for long. Those actually on the job for any length of time reject self-declared
museological know-it-all-ism.

Museums have never lost their fascination for me; in fact it has only grown.
Museums are a blend of the philosophical and practical. They claim to exist for
reasons that are quite lofty. Founding documents list highfalutin purposes,
missions, goals, societal meanings, and essential proclaimed cultural contracts.
The altruistic values are totally self-assigned and we should all be grateful.
Right? Maybe? Whatever.

Museums as we know them receive a lot of attention. I am not sure how
much of it is deserved but I am very happy to have these places front and center
when it comes to community conversations. This should cause those of us who
work in museums or are otherwise affiliated with them in influential ways to
gladly accept measurable responsibility and comprehend institutional inner
functions for the outer, and we hope, greater, good.

This book discusses museums as if they hold certain common anatomical
characteristics; its chapters are divided by components reflecting structural,
operational, and philosophical aspects regularly encountered on the job.
It is not comprehensive. Some topics, such as maintenance, can involve much

The Anatomy of a Museum: An Insider’s Text, First Edition. Steven Miller.
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more in the way of printed materials for references, codes, warrantees, operating
manuals, etc. Other topics, such as exhibitions, are finally beginning to be
well-explained in lengthy publications devoted to that subject alone. Museum
education seems to be awash with writings — but that is the talkative nature
of educators. A few subjects, including directing and curating, woefully lack
relevant and valued books about the responsibilities they involve.

In selecting and arranging my chapters I have attempted to establish an
outline for how museum professionals as well as the general reader, especially
those new to the field, might want to think about these oddball institutions.
My friend Charles Clancy, a retired lawyer, helped keep me on track in this
regard by providing superb editing.

Museums can be simple or complex and a varying combination thereof.
If they are small, safely funded, and focus on a single subject, they might be
simple. If they are large, financially robust, and cover lots of subjects, they can
be complex. This book is especially mindful of my colleagues who work in
smaller museums. They often have a harder time explaining, reflecting, and
dealing with matters of professionalism on the job.

Museums are precarious inventions. I desperately want them to succeed,
improve, and continue doing what they can do so well at their core. If this is to
happen we must recognize that museums are experiments. Not a day goes by
when something is not being tested in them or by people associated with them.
The often meandering quality to their purpose allows for extraordinary latitude
in what happens, how, and why.

As I have worked my way up “through the ranks,” my museum experience
covers everything from painting gallery walls to designing gallery walls, from
being an entry-level staff member to managing large staffs, from following all
sorts of directives to giving all sorts of directives, from reporting to trustees to
being a trustee. (The only area I have not worked in is bookkeeping and
accounting.) I have found my background to be enormously helpful on the job.
Oddly enough, when I was preparing for my career, I actually got paid for what
I did at various temporary part-time museum jobs during high school and
college. This is unusual in today’s era of unpaid internships. It reflects how
fortunate I was, and I am most grateful for it.

In an age when museum workers tend to specialize from the start of their
careers (e.g., educators, curators, administrators, fundraisers, and conserva-
tors) the kind of broad if occasionally quixotic involvement I have had with
every aspect of museum operations and outcomes is increasingly rare.
Indeed, it may be entirely outmoded. This reflects the professionalization of
the field. I am not one to wax euphoric about the good old days in museums
but there is something to be said for having a broad range of rank-and-file
experiences. I have been fortunate to put my “hands-on” labors in perspec-
tive on the job and in the classroom. Presumably it reassures staff with
whom I interact, my students enjoy it (I hope), and trustees are appreciative

”
’



Introduction

(when they listen). It has certainly helped me be more aware of the many sides
of a museum’s operations and activities.

In addition to drawing upon my employment background in museums, The
Anatomy of a Museum is infused by my museum-studies teaching. I have been
an adjunct professor in museum programs at New York University, The New
School for Social Research, Case Western Reserve University, and, for more
than a decade, with the Seton Hall University MA Program in Museum
Professions. A required class that I teach every year is entitled “The Anatomy
of a Museum.” I thought it an ideal title for this book. The course presents an
introduction to museums and is organized along the lines of this volume. As
with my teaching, I try to balance ideal museum aspirations with real museum
situations. The ideal is what we in the museum profession strive for. The real is
where we land.

Class Questions

At the end of each chapter are some questions without answers. I use these in my
teaching to encourage discussion. Everything described happened to me in my
career or has been reported by reliable colleagues. The questions are suggested
fodder for conversations, real-life springboards for commentary and student and
faculty response. I encourage participants to offer their own examples. The
museum field is not static. It is a roiling world full of engagement with diverse
attitudes, involvements, opinions, and actions. Some of my questions have obvious
answers; others might be dealt with in more nuanced or contradictory ways.

Along the lines of my class questions, at the start of every class I ask students
if anyone knows of a “museum issue in the news” we might want to discuss. The
issues may be controversies, new ideas, interesting developments, whatever, and
they can be drawn from hardcopy or on-line sources. Museums are always in the
news. Most of the time, it is problems that are discussed as they are much more
revealing about how museums operate and exist in a public context.

3



What is a Museum?

A “Museum” in the American sense of the word means a place of amusement,
wherein there shall be a theatre, some wax figures, a giant and a dwarf or
two, a jumble of pictures, and a few live snakes. In order that there may
be some excuse for the use of the word, there is in most instances a
collection of stuffed birds, a few preserved animals, and a stock of
oddly assorted and very dubitable curiosities; but the mainstay of the
“Museum” is the “live art” that is, the theatrical performance, the precocious
mannikins [sic], or the intellectual dogs and monkeys.

(Ward 1997 n.p.)

In defining museums, several characteristics blend, but having a permanent
collection of things original to a museum’s subject is what makes them unique.
Indeed, as far as I'm concerned, getting and keeping stuff for the long term is
the only assignment that, in the final analysis, ultimately sets museums apart
from any other human invention, endeavor, or function. Everything else muse-
ums do, be it teaching, hosting parties, running retail operations, organizing
travel tours, presenting exhibitions, developing real estate ventures, selling art
and antiques, and so forth, is also done by other organizations, institutions,
agencies, and businesses. Acquiring, maintaining, and holding original physical
evidence of the human and natural world in perpetuity for evidential reasons
makes museums singular.

By a “permanent collection” I mean the material museums acquire in a delib-
erative process that results in items being accessioned (numbered) and held
with every intention of being around forever — for the long haul — until death
do us part — 'til the end of time — not for the moment, etc., etc., etc. The con-
cept is odd, no? Is it any wonder that museums range from being magnets for
the magical, warehouses of wow, accumulators of the actual, to packrats of
property or dumping grounds for things intended for the scrapheap?

Conceiving and causing a permanent collection covers a variety of inten-
tions, disciplines, practices, and motivations. Thus there are museums for an

The Anatomy of a Museum: An Insider’s Text, First Edition. Steven Miller.
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astonishing (some might say alarming) mix of subjects, topics, stories, and
reasons. In practice it is the permanent collection that defines all. One could
say: No collection, no museum.

Size and quality are not determining factors when defining a museum, at
least insofar as having a permanent collection is concerned. Museums may
consist of one item or zillions. The content may be considered superb or laugh-
able. The collection may be well-cataloged, stored, understood, cared for, and
used, or not. I know of highly reputable museums, even some accredited by the
American Alliance of Museums, that are remiss in aspects of collection
stewardship while I am also aware of little-known museums that provide excellent
coverage for collections. It is the fact of a collection that counts.

I should note that in requiring a museum to have a permanent collection
I am not differentiating between museum typology, magnitude, name-identity,
ownership, or governance status. Whether government, private, corporate, or
individually owned, be it an art, science, or history museum, or an amalgam
such as a children’s museum, having a permanent collection is the common
thread they share in both concept and reality. Thus we see, literally, permanent
collections of art, scientific specimens, and historic artifacts acquired and held
by places that may call themselves museums, galleries, historical societies,
collections, and foundations. We also see such titles applied to places that do
not collect. Whatever the case, names do not matter when it comes to museums.
To emphasize my point, it is the existence of a permanent collection that in the
end differentiates real museums from those desirous of the status but not the
duty deserving it.

Not incidentally, I am limiting my discussion of permanent collections to
non-living things such as chairs, guns, clothes, skeletons, paintings, boats,
rocks, dead bugs, radios, silverware, and so on. I am avoiding so-called living
collections that are found in zoos, aquaria, and botanical gardens. There is a
reason these endeavors do not refer to themselves as museums, by the way, and
the idea of a permanent collection that has longevity is one of them.

So — what is the role of the permanent collection in and for a museum? Why
have stuff? Museum collecting is based on an assumption that providing mean-
ingful proof of and about some aspect or aspects of the human and natural
universe we all inhabit together has merit. Psychologists are more equipped to
investigate in depth the human nature of this notion but the fact that there are
s0 many museums suggests it has credence. Museums are a (the?) designated
place for us to selectively use and engage with things intellectually and emo-
tionally for enjoyment, contemplation, celebration, enlightenment, discovery;,
entertainment, knowledge, and understanding. Whether or not these were
motivating factors for inventing museums, they are operating realities today.

For permanent collections to have value in both the long and the short run,
we must think they hold bona fide intrinsic veracity values. Most museums
have a pretty good idea about what their collections mean to them, but
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evaluation must be ongoing, reaffirmed, and continually assessed. Generally
speaking, collections must be original to a subject being explained or explored.
This is why most museums usually avoid accessioning reproductions or copies.
They might use them in exhibitions or for educational purposes but it is the
original object that usually gets an accession number.

Thus, what is held by a museum must be content-specific. Things should not
be randomly brought in. They must be acquired for their evidentiary power
and meaning. Museums exist because of the belief and feeling that tangible
items have informational, emotional, and psychological stature. That belief and
sense is at once visceral and actual. It can be proven or implied or a little of
both. In these capacities collections are the dialectic of a museum.

I liked the concept that the two opposite sides of the brain were markedly
different, with the right side being visceral, intuitive, and nonverbal while the
left side was logical, verbal, and rational. I could explain that initially and in the
blink of an eye, the right zone might dominant as people first optically
responded to whatever physical matter engaged them in museums. Then the
left zone was involved as the literate side of the brain kicked in to sort things
out. This cranial ping-pong game was happening at warp speed in museum
visitors’ minds as they navigated, absorbed, and explored what they found
themselves in the midst of, which they were told was a material world of
meaning. That meaning evolves out of what visitors know when they come to
a museum and what museum workers try to convey via their stock in trade
(the collection) through and with which they attempt explanations.

Museum employees are the interlocutors who decide what a museum will
own and why, and how its possessions will be used. Museum audiences,
however one defines them, are the end-users of museums. In application they
are the ultimate recipients of what museums hope gives worth to being in
them. Moreover, museums want a visit to have a long afterlife. The magnitude
and depth of museum meaning happens in and through the orchestrated and
highly concocted public information forum called an exhibition, which relies
on presumed and desired connections between objects and people.

Though the public may be the ultimate beneficiary of museums, mainly
through the medium of the exhibition, most visitors have little immediately
direct influence on what they see, how it is presented, and why. These duties all
rest with museum staff — and only a handful at that. From the outside there is an
assumption that those responsible for acquiring collections, caring for them,
conducting research, and enabling exhibitions and education do so with the
best interests of the public at heart. For the most part I suspect this is the case
as it is verified over the long term by how little changes in the collection arena
of the vast majority of museums. We may hear about museum deaccessioning
these days but the bulk of what museums have remains in them, at least for now.
It is this retention-longevity that supports voiced arguments and assumed
thoughts regarding the impact and importance of permanent collections.

7
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Museums claim to be places of truth. Whose truth is a matter of conjecture
and opinion, but whatever the circumstances, meaningful museums rely on
objects original to the subject for which the institutions were established as
sources of information. When an object is acquired, studied, put on display,
and published, dutiful museums at least strive to present facts regarding the
object itself: “The public has a right to believe what it reads in a museum label”
(Thompson 2014).

How objects are used in the larger context of museum interpretations will
vary and be quite subjective, but the veracity of individual collection pieces is
essential regardless of their applications. That is one reason museums avoid
and are quite sensitive to fakes, frauds, and phonies when it comes to collections.
It is why matters of provenance, condition, behavior, and employee ethics is of
paramount concern, or should be.

Collections connect us to people, places, epochs, ideas, events, theories,
accomplishments, conundrums, you name it. We know George Washington
was a historic figure, but we know he was a real person when we visit his home,
Mount Vernon. We are told Leonardo was a great painter, but we know it when
we see his original art. We believe dinosaurs lived once but are convinced of
that when we see their bones.

I have often wondered why museums came to exist when they did. After all,
for thousands of years humans were content to exist without them. The reasons
are several and revealing. They grew out of the age of Enlightenment, of explo-
ration and cheap, often bawdy, entertainment. As European inventions they
reflected what was happening in that part of the world during a time of great
intellectual ferment, turmoil, and theatre. To a degree, science led the charge as
evidence of newly “discovered” continents became the stuff of Cabinets of
Curiosities in the palaces of royalty and a newly rich merchant class. Research
was the purview of rigorous academic institutions and approaches to learning.
But art, which has always been available to the masses in places of worship, for
instance, started being seen elsewhere in abundance. Evidence of history was
largely visible in the built environment and religious relics. The museum as a
popular place of common entertainment was perhaps best personified in P.T.
Barnum’s mid-nineteenth-century museum at Broadway and Ann Street in
New York City.

In addition to the origins briefly cited above for the mainstream sorts of
museums we are familiar with today, ideas for art and history museums also
emerged from idiosyncratic private and ecclesiastical collections not contained
in personal cabinets. The thought that all these treasures should also be made
available to the general public, perhaps even in a nonsectarian, nonpolitical,
“neutral” environment, flows from concepts of democracy, public education,
and equality of access that especially evolved in the nineteenth century.
Supporting the idea of museums as places for people to come together of their
own free will and in a collegial manner was the argument that museums would
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have educational value, especially for the “masses” America’s creation of an
unprecedented public education system influenced the notion of the museum
as a locus of learning. So strong was and is this concept that museums in the
United States continue to be in the global vanguard insofar as broad-based
teaching is concerned.

I suggest that in addition to the customarily referenced causes of museums,
it is no coincidence that they developed at the same time that humans were
creating methods for physical destruction more devastating than ever before
and making irreversible social, cultural, environmental, demographic, and
political changes. Saving what was being lost or seriously altered became, if not
the original or main mandate for museums, something that they either quickly
championed or had thrust upon them. Natural history museums have been
especially noteworthy in this regard.

I define a museum as a public service preservation organization that explains
subjects through objects. Let me dismantle this.

The public service aspect of museums may be obvious and a given, but that
is not always the case. Public service, in my opinion, means public access and
public governance. The effectiveness of public service starts at the top of a
museum’s human hierarchy with a governing structure at least purportedly
accountable to the general populace. In the United States this would be a
museum board of trustees. In other countries it might be a government, organ-
ized religion, or private owner. Of course, public governance does not necessarily
translate into public transparency. Museums can be quite secretive about
their inner workings. Just ask for salary information for all positions.
Programmatically, though, the concept of museums existing for some common
good is generally apparent from the outside. It is seen in collection acquisition,
care, access, education offerings, security, and operational professionalism.

Once a museum has been founded to explain a subject, be it in the arts,
history, or sciences, it needs the requisite evidence to support its job of explaining.
Things are acquired with this idea in mind, and those things evolve into
collections. When well and judiciously assembled, these collections take on a
permanency as proof. They become, to an extent, inviolate public treasures
devoted to the service of learning, discovery, reassurance, celebration, study,
and memory.

The idea of a museum as an organization is worth considering in all its mani-
festations. Most museums, even tiny ones, have some sort of organizational
structure. The nature and quality of that structure will vary. In small institu-
tions it may be largely on a governance level. There are very many little
museums in the United States, many of them so small that it is not unusual for
them to have more trustees than paid staff. There is nothing amiss in this.
Fortunately, as a result of the rise in more defined and rigorous professions
within the museum field, there is a heightened awareness of how things
should be accomplished, be they “best practices” or headed in that direction.

9
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Increased professional standards have slowly caused improved functions for
museums as organizations. Let us hope this continues.

The preservation duty contained in my museum definition is central to what
a museum does. It sets these places apart from other endeavors that might
traffic in or focus on physical stuff. The preservation imperative they have
declared for themselves, and ceaselessly postulated over the years, hinges on
my concept of museums as places that use objects for educative purposes.
It is this decision that causes the fact of the permanent collection. Whether
realistic or not, it is the concept of permanence that causes the responsibility of
preservation.

The role of objects in museums is accepted as an ordinary fact of life for most
people. Museums = things. For some wonky reason there are a few heretics in
the museum field who have trouble with this notion. They suggest that objects
are not all that important to museums and indeed museums might even be
better off without them or at least without making such a fuss over them.
Oh for heaven’s sake! If you don't like objects and the prominent role they are
given in museums, go into another line of work, preferably far outside the
museum field.

Like it or not, museum collections can have a sanctity that is almost spiritual
in effect. We simply need only think about how tragic events such as collec-
tion theft, loss in war, destruction by natural causes, and so forth, are lamented.
Whether such a focus on material goods has merit can be debated, but for the
moment museums, at least as they exist in the democratized world, have the
upper hand. If and how they will continue to believe in the importance of
the tactile and tangible remains to be seen. For now, museums will continue to
lead in the emotional, pedagogical, and cultural elevation of objects to posi-
tions of shared societal meaning — even if and when parts of a society have no
idea, or care, what that meaning might be. Museums are held in such regard
that the concept of the permanent collection requires holding it, in bulk,
as some sort of common DNA for anyone to connect to. Preservation is not
a maybe.

I divide museums into three types: science, art, and history. Occasionally
there are blends. As places of learning my museum types pursue widely diver-
gent paths that rarely seem to cross. This begins with the training, interests,
and academic background required for curators of these institutions. As the
intellectual soul of a museum, curators must be the experts, specialists, and
core knowledge people about the subject embraced by their place of work and
the objects collected to explain that subject. Consequently, their career trajec-
tories are quite specific when it comes to fields of interest. Fine art curators will
rarely have science backgrounds. Science curators will rarely have history
backgrounds. And history curators will have minimal fine (especially studio)
art backgrounds. There are exceptions to be sure, but for the most part division
is the rule. I do not see this as a difficulty, by the way.
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Most museums in the United States are private and unaffiliated with other
entities or government bodies. They are institutions governed by a board of
trustees of some sort. They usually own the physical structures and the land
they occupy as well as the collections and other contents. There are also quite
a few government owned and operated museums. These can be found on a
federal, state, and local level. Obvious federally operated museums are those of
the Smithsonian Institution and the National Parks Service. At the state level
can be found state museums and historic sites. Local governments often own
or support regionally valued buildings and museums, as might be the case with
a county museum. Cities own museums or have quasi-ownership support
arrangements. This is the case with the Metropolitan Museum of Art, which
though private is on city property, and part of the annual budget is contributed
by the City of New York.

What I call subsidiary museums are those owned by larger private entities.
This is the case with college and university museums. They can also be art,
science, or history types. The country is full of them, and many are excellent.
My favorite is the one at the University of Pennsylvania. It specializes in archae-
ology and anthropology and has absolutely fascinating collections. A drawback
to these museums is the fact that they are not under the watchful eye of a
governance structure solely and exclusively legally devoted to their well-being.
Oh they might have boards of advisors, visiting committees, or departments
that look after them, but these groups generally have no meaningful independ-
ent binding authority responsible for the museum. The downside of such situ-
ations was dramatically exposed in the case of the Rose Art Museum at Brandeis
University in Waltham, Massachusetts, which was nearly eviscerated by the
university’s board of trustees in a desperate attempt to raise much-needed
operating funds for the school. The art in the museum was discovered to be
quite valuable on the open market and its sale was pursued. Fortunately saner
heads prevailed and no art was lost — but that has not been the case in other
such museums.

Occasionally museums will be created and owned by commercial businesses.
The subject of the museum may or may not be connected to the purpose of the
business. These are rare and rarely survive for long. Inevitably new manage-
ment takes over the owning business and decides operating a museum is totally
outside the company’s financial interests. The collections are sold or otherwise
dispersed and that’s the end of that. A wonderful exception to this reality is the
Corning Museum of Glass in Corning, New York, which, while a private, non-
profit entity, receives significant support from the Corning glass company.
Museums owned by individuals are also brief in their private existence, though
they can morph into the customary not-for-profit publicly oriented museum
structure reflecting my definition of a museum.

Regardless of the type, subject, contents, budget, size, or location of a museum,
when people enter they should have a sense they are about to experience
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something they would not otherwise in their daily lives. I think this is usually
the case, but it requires emphasizing for several reasons. Certainly the old ste-
reotypical art museums immediately declared this idea with their temple-like
facades and grand stairs leading up and into them. You walked — transitioned — from
your everyday world to another world. There is no question that smaller and
other kinds of museums can to a degree replicate such a feeling.

For several decades we in the museum field have heard noise from some
colleagues that we must make museums more user-friendly, easy to access, less
intimidating, and so on. Frankly I think they are already user-friendly and easy
to access. As for intimidating, I feel that when I'm in an airplane, see a cop car
on the highway as I'm driving, or walk into a casino. Lots of places and situa-
tions are intimidating for some. I am ill-prepared to judge the intimidation
factor of a museum, but considering the millions who visit them every year,
they can’t be too off-putting. What might be considered intimidating might
also be considered the awe factor we feel as we enter some museums. Or, maybe
itis the curiosity factor. I have long held that if people were not curious museums
would not exist.

“We live in an age without memory — this makes museums even more
important” (Salman Rushdie, Keynote Speech at the American Association of
Museum’s Annual Meeting, Chicago, May 2007, from the author’s notes).

Class Questions: Beginning of First Class

1 Why do you want to work in a museum?

2 What is a museum for, and why?

3 Do museums deal with truths, and if so, what might those truths be?

4 What are your favorite kinds of museum?

5 What are your least favorite kinds of museum?

6 What sort of museum would you like to work in?

7 Do you want to work in a big city, suburb, town, or rural area?

8 Would you prefer to work in a large or small museum?

9 Of the museum disciplines with which you are familiar (administration,

curation, education, security, conservation, fundraising, etc.), which ones
appeal to you most? What skills and abilities might you need for each?
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10 What do your family, friends, significant others think of your wanting to
work in a museum?

11 How do you keep current with what is happening in the museum field?

12 Isthere a legal definition of a museum?

13 Are you a member of a museum?

14 Have you ever donated anything to a museum for its collection?
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Museum Governance

Unless trustees are deeply and properly engaged in the life of an organization,
they are likely to act inappropriately ...
Reynold Levy, 2015

The nonprofit sector in the United States is governed by amateurs. What! You
mean my local animal shelter, the library downtown, the college I attended,
that conservation group monitoring endangered turtles in my back yard, and
even our regional art museum are not operating under the watchful eye of
trustees with deep and extensive experience in animal welfare, books, education,
environmental science, or art?

That is exactly what I mean.

As organized in the United States, nonprofit entities are entrusted to volunteer
groups of people usually called boards of trustees. They can have other names
such as the vestry, or board of directors, or council of overseers, or whatever,
but most of the time, and especially in museums, they are known as trustees.
These people voluntarily serve on self-appointed bodies to represent society at
large and assure that the mission of whatever organization they are responsible
for is being fulfilled as expected. They are, in short, a governance body.

Because the stewardship role assumed by a board of trustees is for the general
good, most members are drawn from the ranks of ordinary people rather than
a small circle of professionals with deep knowledge about the enterprise being
governed. A handful with relevant direct experience might be represented on a
board but they are a token presence, at least with boards of organizations that
need to raise money regularly and often.

The optimum governing body will have a majority of trustees who show a
respectable interest in the subject being pursued by the outfit they serve. And,
for the most part, that is generally the case. An animal shelter’s board will
have animal lovers. A college will have people interested in education.
An environmental organization will have trustees who are concerned about
conservation. And, presumably, museums will have boards comprised of
people with an interest in the art, history, or science the institution celebrates.

The Anatomy of a Museum: An Insider’s Text, First Edition. Steven Miller.
© 2018 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2018 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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Some trustees couldn’t care less about the function of the nonprofit on whose
board they serve. Happily they are the exception.

Part of the arrangement under which nonprofit entities operate customarily
allows them to enjoy a tax-exempt status. For museums the most common
Internal Revenue Service designation is the alphanumerical one of 501 (c) 3.
These organizations meet a public need which might otherwise go unad-
dressed or fall to the government. We see this in Europe, where governments
provide for public culture, health, and select societal needs.

Occasionally groups exist within nonprofit endeavors that may appear to
have some governing authority along the lines of a board of trustees. They
might even be referred to as a board. Without the self-defined institutional
directive authorizing their responsibility for an organization in its entirety
these groups are usually advisory in nature. In museums they are mostly seen
in those owned and operated by larger entities, such as universities, govern-
ments, or commercial businesses. These boards are not to be dismissed as
immaterial or irrelevant; it is only that they have no or very little legal standing
to make and enforce decisions of broad-ranging and ultimate consequence.

As a result of the nature and structure of nonprofit governance bodies, the
absence of trustees with training, experience, and accomplishment in the
professions represented by the staff makes trustees, in my opinion, amateurs.
This is definitely the case with museums. Yet, considering the scope, vitality,
and health of museums in the United States, governance by amateurs appears
to be an acceptable arrangement. At best it can result in superb outcomes.
We see this to be so when museums amass great collections, erect and expand
impressive buildings, attract and keep respected staff, and stand as proud cultural
venues with distinguished local, national, and international reputations.

Over the years museums in the United States have taken the global lead in
nurturing and appreciating audiences from all walks of life. Looked at as a
group, museums in this country have not been passive or simply responsive.
On the contrary, they can be outgoing and proactive. Their impressive cumula-
tive accomplishments are built upon ideas about democracy, individual rights
of access, and public education that in turn are grounded in the notion of
popular good caused by personal commitments led by private governance
authorities.

While it is easy to point to prominent museums as illustrations of the wis-
dom of the United States’ nonprofit governance structure, the same also holds
for thousands of smaller, less well-known outfits. Frankly it is amazing how
rarely the all-volunteer governing concept fails to the point of museum closure.
Museums do indeed seem to be in it for the long haul, though for how long
remains to be seen.

Boards of trustees tend to have similar operating structures. There is usually
an established range or set number of members. There are elected officers,
designated committees, and a regular schedule of meetings. There may or may
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not be term lengths for trustee service, and those may or may not be subject to
limits. Trustees should know (and if not, require) that a museum has requisite
governing documents including founding certificates, articles of incorpora-
tion, bylaws, a mission statement, code of ethics, a personnel policy, trustee
indemnification insurance, job descriptions (including one for trustees), and
conflict of interest statements (again, including one for trustees). As the ulti-
mate fiduciaries for a museum, trustees must insist that responsible financial
operations are in place and happening.

It is important to understand that while private, the world of nonprofit entities
is not immune or exempt from government oversight or the law. Certain reli-
gious organizations may think so but it is not so. On the contrary, charities must
be as law-abiding as other individuals and entities in the United States. This
means meeting legal requirements regarding personnel and employment;
accounting; and building code, environmental and other applicable regulations.

Usually, legally, charity entities in the United States fall under the jurisdiction
of their state’s office of the attorney general. On the surface this might be
somewhat reassuring, yet for the most part these offices only become involved
when things go horribly awry for an organization. Barring that, museums, as
with their nonprofit kin, largely fend for themselves.

How are nonprofit governing bodies created and continued? They are
formed by people who have an interest in a particular charitable pursuit.
Museums offer good examples, and I am always fascinated by the creation of
new ones. They result from the vision, passion, and hard work of one or a few
individuals who feel strongly that a subject needs to be celebrated, memorial-
ized, studied, explained, and so forth, through the medium of a museum. As
this enthusiasm plays out in practical ways, various organizational elements
emerge. These usually include formally incorporating, establishing nonprofit
legal status, writing bylaws and other governance documents, looking for and
finding a home, and forming a board of trustees. Once in place, that board is
supposed to be in charge.

How does one become a museum trustee? There are several ways. For newly
forming organizations, the people with the initial passion tend to comprise a
founding board. They hope to attract kindred spirits to participate. For estab-
lished museum boards, trustees and directors are (or should be) always on the
lookout for potential trustees. Finding qualified people for board service is
challenging. Finding excellent people to chair boards is even more challenging.
In searching for museum trustees, many refusals are encountered. Desirable
candidates may have little interest in the subject of a particular museum or
museums in general. Directives regarding fundraising scare people away
from board service. And being a good trustee can mean devoting quite a bit of
personal volunteer time to an organization.

There is enormous competition across the country for well-suited generous
people of trustee material. That is why, in my opinion, when a museum has a
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person of this stature it should do everything possible to keep him or her, and
to do so for as long as possible. In my experience the best trustees are often the
ones who have been on the board the longest. There are exceptions, and they
should be gently “rotated off” a board, but such departures can be difficult to
implement.

There are two schools of thought regarding how long a trustee should serve
on a board, and both are implemented through trustee terms. Terms are meas-
ured in years, with three being the most common term. Some boards have
term limits while others do not. I am a fan of the second option. It takes a long
time to “train” a museum trustee, and once this training settles in and a person
is proving to be of value, I hate to lose them because of something called “term
limits” Curtailing the number of consecutive years a person can serve on a
board is often presented as a way to avoid “deadwood” or to keep people with
entrenched interests from running a place or suffering governance hardening
of the arteries. In my experience the approach has drawbacks as good people
can be lost and institutional memory constricted. I believe in terms which, if
well instituted, can be used as control mechanisms to avoid the negative syn-
dromes cited by proponents of term limits. When a problematic trustee’s term
expires, simply avoid renominating him or her.

Because the nonprofit cultural sector in the United States relies overwhelm-
ingly on private funding, it is common to want trustees of means who are also
generous financial donors. This not only works against the presence on the
board of members drawn from the professions represented in a particular
institution’s field — as they tend to have modest incomes — it also reduces the
possibility of building the kind of board diversity to which the nonprofit sector
in the United States pays lip service. Depending on how one defines them,
minorities are in the minority on museum boards.

From the beginning of the board form of nonprofit governance in the United
States, the constant hustle for money by charities has resulted in a peculiar set
of realities that both engage and repulse trustees. Large and famous entities,
such as major universities, hospitals, and museums with big budgets, often
appear to have a majority of very rich people on their boards. For the most part
these individuals well understand their role as fundraisers and givers. They
also know how to play the philanthropy game to their advantage. Even the
wealthiest may avoid being as generous as one would expect, or, if you are a
director, hope. Indeed, Philippe de Montebello, former director of the
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City once commented, “There are
some trustees not as generous as their means permit them to be” (Eligon 2009).
Nevertheless, sometimes the dollars emanating from wealthy trustees can be
impressive.

An unprecedented article in The New York Times a few years ago actually
listed what members are expected to give for the pleasure of serving on a major
board of trustees (Pogrebin 2010). The article was astonishing because the
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word “money” and the listing of customary dollar amounts when it comes to
trustee service are just not expressed in “polite society.” At least that used to be
the case. It was crass and unacceptable behavior. One assumed trustees knew
what was expected of them. They would be generous quietly and behind the
scenes. That sotto voce approach to philanthropic giving, while not absent, is
increasingly passé. Having worked with scores of trustees over the years, I think
being up-front about their role as sources of money for nonprofits in general
and museums in particular, is essential. How many museums suffer the pres-
ence of trustees who are unproductive, even counterproductive, cheapskates.
I suggest museum boards operate like private clubs. Require an initiation fee
and set annual dues. As with clubs, the payments should be increased periodi-
cally. In addition to these costs, trustees should participate in museum events
during the year and pay accordingly. A required minimum financial payment
(cash not in-kind contributions) might even be set in this regard. Many trustees
are members of private clubs and this structure would be readily familiar.

Most museum boards of trustees are self-perpetuating. This means they
choose their own members. There is usually a process by which this happens,
but not always. The ideal approach is to have a diligent board-nominating
committee responsible for vetting and reviewing potential trustee candidates.
Those candidates can be found through the board or in other ways. I have had
individuals approach me asking to serve on a museum board, and I have gladly
recommended appropriate candidates. If it is made up of trustees who under-
stand the critical importance of their work, a nominating committee’s job will
be made easier. I should add that in addition to seeking and securing good
candidates for a museum’s board, a wise nominating committee will also block
awful suggestions. It is easy to do in a socially acceptable manner without
offending — blame a candidate’s rejection on the “committee”

I strongly favor a thoughtful and disciplined nominating process. I remem-
ber a nasty dustup when a museum trustee unilaterally took it upon himself to
tell a friend that he was welcome on the museum’s board. The usual review
process was ignored. This resulted in the chair of the nominating committee
sending a rather curt letter to the friend saying he was not a trustee candidate.
An unpleasant kerfuffle ensued. My sympathies were with the nominating
committee chair for three reasons; board members should not make inde-
pendent decisions on behalf of a museum or its board; a proper nominating
procedure should be in place and adhered to; the candidate in question was
known to be a difficult, self-aggrandizing person who coasted on his wife’s
substantial bank account. Alas, he secured a place on that museum’s board.
Predictably he was a cranky presence, and none of his wife’s wealth rubbed off
on the museum.

A good nominating process includes an assessment of the candidate’s
character and what he or she will really bring to a museum’s governing body.
People worth pursuing should meet at the museum with the director and a
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couple of trustees. Often a lunch or dinner is involved in this process. During
those conversations I am always grateful when a trustee explains the impor-
tance of board fundraising. I can certainly do this, but when it comes from a
respected volunteer, which is what trustees are, or should be, it has more
impact. I have an obvious vested personal interest in the outcome of a fiscal
discussion. A trustee benefits less in this regard.

It is imperative that a prospective trustee take a tour of the museum with the
director and one or two trustees. They need to see the entire operation, espe-
cially behind the scenes. I want the opportunity to indoctrinate them about my
view of the organization. It also gives me the chance to assess candidates and
offer my opinion to the nominating committee. If, after a thorough but not
onerous process, an individual is deemed ideal for a museum board and has
agreed to serve, I hope he or she has a good initial sense of the organization.
New trustees should never be brought up short or blindsided at their first board
meetings by an unexpected significant issue. There will be enough surprises.

So what do these august people called trustees actually do? Well, as usual, it
depends on the museum and the trustee. Ideally trustees help assure a museum
adheres to its mission and do so in a professional manner while being fiscally
responsible. As representatives of the community, however that is defined, it is
my hope they will promote the museum to and amongst their friends, family,
fishing buddies, club colleagues, business associates, monthly book circle, you
name it. It is to be hoped that they contribute some advantageous talents to the
museum in a positive way. In my experience most trustees strive to do the best
for the museums they govern.

Directors should rely on trustees for all manner of advice, consultations,
assistance, and insights. A well-balanced board of trustees can bring a wide
range of abilities and expertise to a museum, often in areas in which staff
knowledge is either very limited or nonexistent. I have found this to be espe-
cially true in the financial arena, but there have been other contributions.

Once I had a board member who loved landscaping and excelled at it though
it was not his profession. He was our one-man grounds committee, generously
paying for and supervising all the work done on our eight-acre site in accord
with the museum’s maintenance staff and to the enjoyment of the public.
Another time a marketing professional on a museum board conducted a highly
professional public assessment survey and included a follow-up a few years
later. Then there was the board member who was a construction consultant
and oversaw for free a large, costly, and complex museum expansion and reno-
vation project. At several museums where I have worked, volunteer commit-
tees organized hugely successful annual fundraising events. An architect on a
board provided free plans for a new education pavilion we wanted for public
programming.

A museum trustee who was a lawyer walked the board and director through
an employee personnel complaint (which thankfully had no merit — whew!).
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The list goes on. Suffice to say, the goodwill and valued work trustees are
capable of can be of help for the museums they serve.

I especially appreciate trustees who are well connected socially and like to
host or organize parties and other gatherings. Maybe that’s because I am com-
fortable with such schmoozing. Presumably these trustees know and socialize
with people of their ilk and want to occasionally include a museum director
and his spouse at a soirée. (My wife is a development director with a major
international environmental conservation organization and excels in these
settings.) It is important to understand that trustee involvement with a museum
mostly happens outside the usual nine-to-five workday. Directors in particular
have to embrace and accommodate this reality. Some of the most consequential
things that have happened for museums I have directed were not initiated in
my office.

Hobnobbing with people of power and influence can make for beneficial
museum dividends — often literally. The old fundraising adage is true: people
give to people. I have learned that seeing and being seen in a community, espe-
cially amongst its financial, political, social, educational, and other leaders can
result in a positive cash flow for a museum. This happens when annual fund
solicitations are sent, memberships are sought, invitational galas are presented,
and major capital campaigns are pursued. I love fundraising, but it takes an
enormous amount of time to develop the contacts, associations, and rapport to
achieve eventual success. I need entrée to those who have significant funds,
and trustees should provide that. Cold and calculating as it may sound, it is the
way of the nonprofit world in the United States. There are at least three allitera-
tions for trustee responsibilities, and especially money: give, get, or git; work,
wisdom, and wealth; time, talent, and treasure. I espouse them all.

We know, of course, that trustees should focus on policy and not meddle in
the day-to-day workings of the museum. This is an optimistic concept. It is not
always the case. Even large museums with highly qualified staff, work proce-
dures, and protocols can be subject to trustee interference in picayune and
outrageous ways. The vast majority of the trustees I have reported to and
worked with have understood and accepted their role vis-a-vis the professional
museum staff. But when I think of problematic trustee situations, they were
almost always the result of the line between institutional governance and
personnel involvements having been crossed. A particularly bothersome quag-
mire trustees can cause is blithely engaging in projects that involve museum
employees in burdensome additional work. Staff have their own assignments
without more being piled on them by haughty, ditzy, or lazy trustees, no
matter how well meaning. The vast majority of trustees avoid this behavior,
but it happens.

One of my great personal frustrations is not succeeding in getting certain
trustees to actually see and appreciate what a museum really does in and for its
particular public sector. Apparently this is not unique to my circumstances as
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I hear colleagues say that it can appear they are directing two museums; the
real one people work in every day and the one a handful of trustees are vaguely
aware of on occasion. All too often when boards and board committees meet,
certain participants spend an inordinate amount of time talking about what
they think the museum should do rather than what it does. Financial reports
can be given to the boards; programs can be explained; exhibitions discussed;
and accounts of collections can be narrated, but for a few interested members,
the information falls on deaf ears. The conversation veers off into predictable
territory as those who refuse to listen push pet causes and perspectives, usually
starting with such opening phrases as “I have long said you should do ..” or
“Why are you still not doing ...?” or “You need to ...” or “Have you ever thought
about ...?” or, my favorite, “When we were at the Louvre [fill in any big museum
name] they were doing [such and such]. You should do that here” The conver-
sations always have the effect of giving staff unrealistic work that diverges from
assignments underway and for which there are no resources and will be no
involvement on the part of the trustee ordering the assignment. To be fair,
sometimes good ideas do come out of these discussions. It’s the nonsense that
causes difficulties, and no one espousing it ever gives up. Should a stupid idea
be enacted and predictably fail, the trustee is never held accountable as there
are many easy excuses for the abysmal outcome, most of them having to do
with staff. A friend of mine once said to me, “Just as there are ‘activist share-
holders’ in companies (e.g., Carl Icahn) there are ‘activist trustees’ at museums.
They are never happy. They seem to have nothing better to do than to make
people’s working lives miserable. Sometimes you just want to tell them to go
find a cactus and sit on it” (e-mail from Joseph Serbaroli, 26 September 2014).

A good antidote to these scenarios accrues when trustees, with some regu-
larity, see museums and staff in action with the public and observe visitors’
positive reactions to programs, activities, events, exhibitions, and so on.
The more the public’s appreciation of a museum is understood by a board,
the better.

Why do people become trustees? There are many reasons. In the museum
field we hope they have a deeply felt commitment to and interest in the mission
of the museum they are helping to govern. For the most part this is the case,
though the depth of such commitment depends on a trustee’s intellectual bent,
emotional engagement, and discretionary time. Because museum directors are
so totally immersed in the museums they direct they may want everyone to be
equally immersed. This is woefully unrealistic. We have to remind ourselves
that trustees’ lives do not focus on “our” museums all the time. In fact, museum
trustees usually have many and divergent interests. Heck, they even serve on
several nonprofit boards at one time. Over the course of their museum service
the hours they devote to volunteerism can vary widely: such activity may be
frequent or rare. Their time will ebb and flow depending on what involves
them and what they are doing elsewhere.
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In addition to an assumed love of a particular museum, other reasons people
become trustees can simply reflect a desire to be community minded. For
some, being part of a certain family might almost require trusteeship with a
museum: “Oh the Millers have always been on the board of the American Jug
Band Museum. Businesses and corporations often want their executives to be
involved in noncontroversial philanthropic ventures as it looks good on com-
pany web site profiles and might make for advantageous connections. Status is
why many people serve on museum boards. I have encountered instances
where people are clearly building their resume (or eventual obituary), and
service on a museum board looks good in print. Occasionally individuals will
surface who like exercising control over something and having their say and
way in life. Being a trustee might meet this need.

Some board members are trustees because they head a volunteer museum
support group. These bodies are often called the “Friends of ..” The group
inevitably has a fundraising duty. It chooses its own leader, who might auto-
matically be placed on the museum’s board. This procedure bypasses the usual
self-perpetuating board nomination process and therefore has pluses and
minuses. If the group selects someone who is clearly not “trustee material,’
difficulties can arise. Most of the time, in my experience, these leaders of
auxiliaries have done well by the museum their group serves. In fact, they are
often more engaged and positively involved than trustees who came on the
board in the more customary fashion.

Occasionally people use trusteeships for blatantly personal gain. This is one
reason why museums shy away from having antiques and art dealers on their
boards (not to mention the fact that, in my experience, they are averse to phi-
lanthropy when it comes to museums). (They are also a cranky lot.) I worked
for a museum once that had more than a few money managers as trustees.
It was assumed they would have access to potential clients of means. This is
one of the great fallacies of board building. Lawyers and doctors are also often
sought for museum boards on the assumption that they make a lot of money
and are generous. The latter rarely appears to be the case.

How trustees treat staff, and vice versa, is a terribly important conversation
to have at a museum. The director should take the lead in defining behaviors
and actions to minimize trustee/staff misunderstandings and conflict. Or, at
least try. I always prefer that supervision and reporting structures and prac-
tices at a museum be between employees rather than trustees and employees.
This is not always possible or even desirable in some instances, but the direc-
tor should insist on a structure and practice. As always there are certain excep-
tions. For instance, I have never had any difficulties with a museum chief
financial officer, accountant, or bookkeeper working directly with a board
treasurer. These people live by and love numbers, and I have not been blind-
sided or thrown off by their fiscal discussions. In the development area it is
not uncommon for fundraising staff to work closely with certain trustees.
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Regardless of these contacts, museum directors need full reporting on when
and why meetings and conversations happen, what transpires, and what
outcomes accrue.

I believe it is a museum director’s responsibility to explain to staff how
they should deal with trustees and to trustees how they should deal with
staff. The instructions need to be repeated periodically, especially for new
staff and trustees. Employees should treat trustees with respect and expect
the same in return. If there are difficulties in this regard, directors need to
intercede or be the go-betweens. We must be appreciative of trustee time,
energy, and contributions. If there are areas of a museum’s work that would
interest a certain trustee, be open to discussing how he or she might be able
to assist. Museum trustees should be invested in and proud of the institution
they serve.

A most, indeed some people might say the most, important single task of a
board is hiring and monitoring a museum director. Generally, seeking and
employing qualified directors happens smoothly, though it is a lot of work.
When the exercise fails it is because boards did not do their homework, clearly
hired the wrong person, or once on the job the person hired turned out to be a
bad fit in spite of diligent screening. Trustees find directors in two ways, they do
it themselves or through an executive search firm. I am a fan of the former as
I have been disappointed with search firms both as a candidate and a client.

From the very beginning, museum directors spend a lot of time with trustees,
or should. It is important to understand that board members cannot be managed
as staff might be. Contrary to what might be the case in interactions between
employees in a formal personnel reporting structure, a museum employee
cannot instruct, direct, expect, anticipate, tell, or require a trustee to do anything.
We can request, ask, suggest, hint, recommend, inform, and advise.

Usually the most critical relationships in museum governance is the one
between a director and a board chairperson. In my experience this should be a
comradeship of mutual respect, confidentiality, support, and understanding.
It is imperative that they are able to talk frankly with one another. A director
should be free to discuss the museum in all its ramifications and chat about
trustees honestly. The chair should feel comfortable relaying to the director
any concerns the board may have about the museum and its leadership. I have
worked closely with several board chairs and with one exception my rapport
with them has been excellent. The exception was a total surprise. I thought I
knew the person well and felt he would make a wonderful board chair but he
turned out to be a spineless turncoat.

Every once in a while leadership as a subject of concern will pop up in board
conversations. One would think trustees would understand their place as com-
munity and institution leaders and the role directors play as leaders. If that is not
the case, problems can erupt. At worst they result in the departure of a director,
at best they result in a simple course correction regarding roles and expectations.
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When people are unsure of who is running things in an organization, drift and
confusion set in. For museums, strong trustee or director personalities are the
norm. Mostly this causes no major and constant difficulties. It is when trustees
think directors are not leading or directors think trustees are not leading that
problems can emerge. All too often the accusations have no substance but that
makes little difference. Perceptions are reality. Defining leadership is at the
crux of such conversations. A director may provide leadership but that leader-
ship may not be to the liking of every trustee, especially if it runs counter to
what a trustee or trustees want.

Good trustees tend to be quite independent, self-reliant, and self-assured.
It is not uncommon for them to be bright, well educated, thoughtful, keenly
observant, and highly articulate. Some think they know more than they do.
As movers and shakers, or heirs thereof, they are accustomed to being heard,
getting their way, making and influencing decisions, and otherwise being in
charge. Or they like to think they are.

This might explain an odd phenomenon in museums (and perhaps else-
where), which is that of trustees being more inclined to accept ideas, sugges-
tions, directions, and information from each other than from staff. It has taken
me a very long time to learn that when I want some governance action to
happen sooner rather than later, or at all, one way of achieving this is to enlist
an operative trustee as stakeholder and champion. I will then sit back and hear
my words come from another person’s mouth to be gladly accepted by various
trustees assembled. (Incidentally, it has long appeared to me that board
members who talk the most do the least.)

The fact that trustees generally listen to each other reinforces the role of
board committees. Most boards have several. Customary ones include the
aforementioned nominating committee, finance committee, investment
committee, personnel committee, education committee, collection committee,
buildings and grounds committee, and education committee. Presumably
these will be populated with people interested in the particular aspect of a
museum to which their committee pertains. Depending on an institution’s
predilections, board committees can include non-trustees too. This allows for
talent expansion and the bringing in of expertise that otherwise might not be
available to an institution.

The most powerful of all board committees is usually the executive commit-
tee. This is often composed of the officers of the board and chairs of the other
board committees. The executive committee tends to meet more frequently
than the full board and does more work. Criticism may be leveled at it based on
perceptions that it is running the museum with the ignorance of the full board.
Those making such accusations tend to confirm the idea that 10 percent of a
board does 90 percent of the work.

The egos and personalities of trustees play out predictably in board meetings,
albeit in sometimes complex and intricate ways. In these forums we see how
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socially based their allegiances and interpersonal relationships are. Most are
exceedingly polite towards one another. After all they are apt to encounter
their fellow board members outside the museum, at clubs, on the golf course,
in places of worship, at business, and at other meetings for other organizations
they support. Or, they may aspire to such interactions unfolding in the future.

Being a trustee requires cultural finesse in more ways than one. Rarely do
trustees openly and vehemently criticize their peers face to face in a meeting in
any nasty way. They may tactfully disagree or digress during discussions but
vitriol is outside the code and highly unusual. Directors might be told of the
dissatisfaction or dislike one trustee has for another, but that is kept behind the
scenes. Angry encounters do happen but they are few and far between.
Typically such incidents boil over during periods of financial difficulty or board
power plays, or when strong trustee personalities clash. Directors tend to be
observers of these exchanges. We can duck, cover, and try to pick up the pieces
later. More often we attempt to intercede to diplomatically move the conversa-
tion along in a more pleasant and productive manner. If the director is the
focus of trustee debate, he or she needs to defend and explain the nature of an
issue and hope for the best.

The vast majority of museum boards of trustees are positive influences for
the places they govern. In the more than four decades during which I have been
in the museum field I have witnessed the good effects of wise leadership by
scores of trustees. Certainly the survival, growth, and fiscal health of museums
attest to trustee care and concern. Ultimately the quality of a museum’s staff,
collection, programs, reputation, and so on, result from good governance over
the very long term.

The care and feeding of trustees is a refined art. When well-practiced it can be
highly rewarding for the director especially. Trustees require a certain kind of
attention, some more than others. Because directors are the connection between
amuseum and its board, it is essential to be on call 24/7. Moreover, it is essential
to constantly monitor trustees’ social, cultural, political, and economic proclivi-
ties. The slightest thing can profoundly affect their museum service. For that
reason museums need explicit, comprehensive policies governing trustee
behavior. Such monitoring and agreements must be understood and applied
judiciously as situations will call for deviations, innocent or otherwise. Because
trustees are always right (just ask), the existence of and adherence to codes of
ethics, conduct, and behavior can exist on paper but in practice are irrelevant.

A note of uncomfortable reality must be inserted. Americans may think they
live in something approaching an egalitarian society, but this is not so. This can
be especially evident in museum work, where the wealthy have an important role
to play. Those of us who are not in this group need only recall F. Scott Fitzgerald’s
observation that the rich are “different from you and me” The difference plays
out on the job in how trustees treat staff, and especially a museum director.
While rare, I have seen and been in situations in which museum employees



Museum Governance

have been treated like servants. At its worst this scorn makes for a completely
miserable work setting. At its best (can there be a “best” to scorn?) it is tolerated.
A beautiful and financially secure historic house museum had four directors in
10 years with gaps as long as 18 months between appointments. Any profes-
sional who took the job soon realized he or she was not accepted by the
trustees for the ability they presumably sought. Rank and file staff survived the
mess by simply doing what they were instructed to do by whatever board
member happened by on a given day and thought directives were needed.

For the most part I have been exceedingly well treated by trustees during my
career. But when push comes to shove, the richest amongst them side with their
own and live lives quite separate from the rest of us. We work for them just as
their attorneys, accountants, housekeepers, or hairdressers do. Ours is perhaps an
intellectually loftier perch, but it is wise never to forget one’s place in this socio-
economic food chain. I know several highly qualified former museum directors
who were surprised to discover the condescending inequality of their relationships
with plutocrat museum trustees when a job was lost for no good reason.

Class Questions

1 Ataboard meeting of a large museum in northern New England, the trus-
tees are discussing the subject of board diversity. One person notes that the
board is quite diverse, after all, it has two Democrats on it. Everyone looks
around to see who, amongst the approximately 30 members, those people
might be. What does the word “diversity” mean in the context of museums?
How can it be defined and does it matter?

2 If a museum does not have a “Conflict of Interest” form for trustees to sign
annually, should it? Does it matter?

3 Should a museum board of trustees limit the number of years people can
serve on it?

4 The chairman of the board of trustees of a large urban museum always
organizes a Christmas party for staff. It is held at the museum in its public
event spaces, which are decorated with Christmas trees, wreaths, and other
seasonal decor. There is a Santa Claus, the singing of Christmas carols, and
the giving of gift certificates for the museum gift shop. Is this appropriate?

5 Certain members of the board of trustees of your museum like to grumble
about the sales shop, saying it should be a popular money-maker. The direc-
tor of the museum recommends establishing a sales shop committee of
the board. The board chair agrees, and the director suggests a presumably
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appropriate trustee to head the committee. The committee includes other
trustees and one or two non-trustee volunteers. The members of staff
involved are the two part-time shop employees and the museum’s chief
financial officer, as the shop is part of her department.

Meetings are held and a shop consultant is hired. For the next few months
various changes are made in the shop fixtures, merchandise, and pricing.
Costs for these are covered by committee members’ financial contributions
and the museum’s existing budget. There are debates about how much and
what merchandise to have for various kinds of visitors, especially for chil-
dren but also for well-heeled adult visitors. As the changes take effect, shop
income declines and discussions ensue about the direction the shop should
take. The chair of the committee (who is a trustee remember) and the shop
employees disagree on some of the items selected for sale and the quantity.
The chair becomes increasingly argumentative, insisting things be done
her way. She accuses employees of malfeasance, lying, obstructionism, and
incompetence. The situation reaches an untenable situation full of acri-
mony and vitriol and employees threaten to file legal actions against the
museum. Should this situation be brought to the board of trustees’ attention,
and if so what should it, as a body, do — if anything?

Should minutes be kept for board meetings? If minutes are kept, should
they be available to the general public, and if so how?
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Wanted: Charming, erudite executive with the diplomatic skills of a
foreign service officer, the financial skills of an investment banker and the
social skills of a 1950’s wife. Position requires the academic background
of a serious scholar, with the willingness to let most of this knowledge go
unused in favor of poring over budgets and staffing issues. Long hours,
low pay and the chance to see your name in the papers every time you
make even the slightest wrong move.

Paul Goldberger, 1994

As with most humor, when the art and culture critic of The New York Times
suggested his tongue-in-cheek generic classified ad for a museum director’s
position there was more than a little truth to it. The spoof began an article
about the difficulties museums were having with leadership. At the time, in
1994, 13 art museums were looking for directors. Those were tumultuous years
in the cultural leadership sector of the United States. Things have calmed down
quite a bit. Though controversies surrounding museum directors still flare-up,
most museums experience less vitriol these days when it comes to attracting
and keeping directors. As for the public ...? Except for the exhibits they see,
people have no idea what goes on inside a museum, especially when it comes
to staffing.

Good museum directors are an unusual bunch. They like to be in charge and
are so, both overtly and covertly. They have a confidence that can range from
insightful to reassuring to obnoxious. They are accustomed to standing out, as
it comes with the role. Directors need to be both comfortable in their skin and
thick-skinned. These folks tend to be quite smart, often very creative, and usually
amusing, though this last quality might not be readily apparent. Occasionally
they can be highly manipulative, calculating, two-faced, disingenuous, and
untrustworthy, but fortunately these sorts are few. Directors can have quixotic
interests. They might know a couple of languages, boast prestigious academic
degrees, have an impressive employment resume, but also hold a pilot’s license
and play a mean fiddle. As with most leaders, the best museum directors are
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practical visionaries. Whatever the character of a particular director, staff
grasp it quickly. Boards can take longer.

In the twentieth century there were a number of famous museum directors
whose personalities stood out. These included Fiske Kimball (1888—1955) of
the Philadelphia Museum of Art, Alfred Barr (1902-1981) of the Museum of
Modern Art, Marsha Tucker (1940-2006) of the New Museum, Duncan
Cameroon (1930-2006) of the Brooklyn Museum, and Thomas PF. Hoving
(1931-2009) of the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Today museum directors
tend to be less flamboyant. The stature, power, and corporatization of the job
has caused them to be more conservative, buttoned-down, and businesslike.
The change has been evolutionary and reflects improved ways of running
museums. Given the better quality of museum operations and audience experi-
ences, the change in leadership profiles is natural, but we need to remember
that our predecessors were pioneers in a field very much defining itself, and
they were hugely influential. What is absent today is the entertainment value
these creative and oddball types provided! The age of the notorious museum
director may be gone but the place of the role in a museum structure and the
demands of the job have not changed.

Directors are hired by boards of trustees and report to them. It used to be said
directors served “at the pleasure” of the board, and that still holds. This meant,
and continues to mean, they can be dismissed for any reason or no reason as
long as the reason does not violate any laws. Contracts are now the norm. It
used to be that a “letter of hire” did the trick, or a simple handshake. My first
full-time museum job (in a curatorial capacity not as a director, but a good
example nevertheless) was with the Museum of the City of New York. A small
and short one-page letter of hire came from the senior curator. He welcomed
me, confirmed my title, gave my start date, and listed the salary ($6000). That
was it. Upon arrival I had some papers to sign in the accounting office and was
given information on the pension and health plans, but there was no job descrip-
tion, personnel manual, or other written material that now customarily make up
a bound notebook documenting directives, instructions, and caveats. There was
no orientation process, no probation period, and no annual performance review
(which was fine with me as I consider every day a performance review).

What is almost entirely absent in the current duties of a museum director
that was not lacking in the “old days” of the position is any scope to pursue
academic or specialist work in a given field of study. Rarely is such activity
expected of directors, and rarely can they do it anyway. The days of Sherman
Lee (1918-2008), director of the Cleveland Museum of Art and a recognized
authority on Asian art who actively pursued his scholarly interests, are gone,
the exception, or on the wane. I don’t know if this is a positive or negative
development.

Though I am a curator at heart, I have, usually, found being a museum direc-
tor highly satisfying. The job has rewarding perks and privileges, not the least
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of which involve being in charge of something worth crowing about or helping
to create such a circumstance. I have always been proud of the institutions that
employed me, and I hope they felt the same about me. It is truly a privilege and
honor to work with great collections, staff, volunteers, and communities for
the public good. We are temporary stewards of what has gone before us, and I
hope we not only sustain a particular museum for future generations but make
it better in appreciable and obvious ways. I should note that one of the joys of
museum work for me is spending time observing visitors. They are the ultimate
beneficiaries of all that museums do.

As I say to my students, please assume that no matter how small or peculiar
the museum in which you work is, operate on the assumption that it is the
Metropolitan Museum of Art or a branch of the Smithsonian Institution or the
Louvre. Attitude is everything. Moreover, the heightened professional stand-
ards and practices that have permeated the museum field over the past half
century make it possible to maintain a superior level of excellence on the job
regardless of a museum’s size. I do recognize that resources will vary, but that
does not always translate into an easily opined assumption that size is the
determining factor in a museum’s professional attainments.

Whatever the size of a museum, it should be competently managed, and
everyone associated with it should have a sense of fulfillment for what they do.
Unfortunately, when we say the word museum today the vast majority of peo-
ple think of large institutions. This has given smaller ones something of an
inferiority complex, or it at least puts them in a certain shadow. I would like to
see this nonsense dispelled. On the job, the goals and objectives, issues and
outcomes, purposes and work are pretty much the same regardless of a
museum’s magnitude.

In certain circles of the museum field today we read and hear a lot about
what museums should do socially, economically, politically, demographically,
educationally, and so forth. Words like rubric, matrix, paradigm, delta, busi-
ness model, metrics, algorithm, model, and rethinking are thrown around
willy-nilly. When these clichés emerge my eyes glaze over and I look for a quick
exit, be it from a talk, blog, list-serve, or hard copy essay. They are always
voiced against museums in accusatory diatribes. Directors must be wary when
encountering this argot. I think most are, for we need to be realists when it
comes to museums. Otherwise the institutions for which we share responsibil-
ity will fail miserably, or at least not succeed to their full potentials. Highly
competent directors I have known actually and intuitively understand “their”
museums. Though that understanding may be highly subjective it always
includes why they exist, how they work, who does what in and for them, and,
perhaps most importantly, how their trustees operate. Some directors realize
this to the benefit of the museum, some mostly to themselves.

When I was slowly moving into museum management I thought of the job as
a higher form of curation. It is. But not in the way I initially envisioned. Instead
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of curating collections, exhibitions, and scholarly pursuits, I gradually discov-
ered, directors curate people, projects, problems, potential, and planning.
To reiterate, the day of the curator-scholar who could maintain a collection-
based academic specialty after becoming director is, for the most part, past.
This reality should not suggest avoiding the hiring of collection-nurtured
directors. On a macro level collection-savvy directors assure not only the
healthy survival of collections for which they are ultimately responsible but can
lead the charge to upgrade the collection content with excellent new acquisi-
tions, collection-focused scholarship in exhibitions, distinguished research
and interpretation, improved collection conservation, and, guaranteeing
appropriate access to what a museum holds.

For the most part, being a museum director often has little to do with imme-
diate collection concerns. A person’s time will be well filled by an incredible
mix of assignments generated, accepted, or, thrust upon him or her. These
include but are not limited to fundraising, staff administration, assuring educa-
tional content in all a museum does for the public, dreaming and making those
dreams reality, social-networking (not electronically but face to face with
actual people), program planning, media relations, conflict avoidance or reso-
lution, and dealing with various business endeavors (how many contracts,
agreements, and deals have I written, edited, or signed?).

I think the most dramatic and drastic career change that happens within the
museum field takes place when a person becomes a director. I know of no way
a person can learn to be a museum director before taking the job. Arts admin-
istration degrees, being a high-level museum administrator, knowing the con-
tent skills expected of a director are helpful, but there is nothing like having
and doing the job. Tremendous personal strength of character, resolve,
patience, and tolerance are required to meet necessary, anticipated, and unex-
pected challenges. This is true for both those of us who came up through the
ranks and those who came in from outside the museum world. Our experiences
on the job are full of recognized and unrecognized realities.

The job of directing a museum can be quite singular, some might say lonely.
Belief in oneself is a skill and asset that is of tremendous value. Some “attitude”
doesn’t do any harm, but wield it judiciously. While in the final analysis you are
largely on your own and thus great inner strength is a must, directors can
cultivate support from at least five groups of allies: certain staff or trustees who
will like, admire, or respect you; special interests, who curry favor for various
reasons; the museum profession; the media; and the public.

Museum directors have two obligations: to keep things on track and to get
things done. This requires an unusual blend of skills, knowledge, creativity,
social grace, experience, instinct, and patience. Competent directors under-
stand the nature of their jobs both intellectually and instinctively. Highly effec-
tive directors elevate their jobs to a stellar art form that melds wise management
with visionary and passionate leadership. In time, as they succeed, they are
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naturals at moving museums along in positive ways while assuring recognized
public expectations and assumptions. Much of what they accomplish happens
as if by magic because most people are totally unaware of how it all occurs.
Directors know otherwise.

Museum director positions pay more than other museum jobs. There is
often a shocking difference between the top level salary and others in a
museum. [ have been in the lowest and highest paid jobs and often marvel at
how decisions can play out in salary determinations. It can be an unconscionable
situation that rankles with staff, but it will not change.

Directors can literally make or break a museum. Fortunately, destructive
outcomes happen less than constructive ones. During my career I have reported
directly or indirectly to six museum directors. One was fabulous, one was
good, one was mediocre, one was ignorant, one was lousy, and one was horrible.
The lousy and horrible ones caused me to change jobs, the good and fabulous
ones taught me how to manage, lead, and, get things done, on my own terms
and for the best interest of the public. To this day I remain enormously grateful
for the skills they instilled and brought out in me. Hardly a day goes by that I do
not draw upon their nurturing guidance.

Being a good museum director is about accomplishment. It is about setting
wise plans and adhering to them, avoiding costly and stupid diversions, and
assuring a museum’s high reputation always. The job requires the skills of a facili-
tator, developer, and clairvoyant. What this means and how all these things
unfold at work depends on many factors. The comfort level has to start within a
director. It takes time to learn the job. Once in a while a director is just totally
unsuited, unprepared, untrained. Yet these circumstances can evolve and even
evaporate with experience. Usually, most museum directors have an appreciation
for leadership and being a boss (which is not the same). I'd like to assume they
come by these characteristics naturally, which is true insofar as their upbringing
and innate personalities might be concerned. However, they really develop their
supervisory sensitivities, instincts, and capabilities in the workplace. You can
study nonprofit administration, read management books, attend seminars galore
online or off, but that does not mean you will be a good director.

Being an instructor, sometimes of the self and sometimes of others, is an
important part of being a director, and always an essential job requirement. We
must be very clear, concise, logical, and obvious in what we say, how, when, to
whom and why. From advising a maintenance person to do such-and-such a
task to explaining a program to teachers, writing for museum purposes, giving
talks, cultivating donors, sorting out problems, nurturing trustees — words and
positive actions are what we traffic in. People look to directors for reason and
reasons. We are expected to provide guidance, reassurance, meaning, and
vision for an organization.

I try to manage from a personal populist approach drenched in my love of
museums, curiosity, respect for people, annoyance, manners, humor, and,
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a dose of intellectual prestidigitation. Because I think I know my craft well (?),
I can insert myself into everything but bookkeeping, while I hope I let employ-
ees and volunteers do their jobs without interference. This can be a delicate
dance. The museums where I have worked allowed a more hands-on involve-
ment than would be the case in very large institutions. By “hands-on” I mean
doing things that usually have obvious physical outcomes such as moving a
display case, making artwork for a brochure, being a musician at a program,
writing words the public will encounter, and even curating an exhibit occasion-
ally. It has been proven that multitasking usually means no tasks are done well.
However, as a director you must be comfortable with doing things in some
logical, closely related, sequential manner even if the sequences change at a
moment’s notice.

Much as I try to avoid categorical analogies between museums and busi-
nesses, directing a museum is no different from running a business in many
respects. Attending and organizing meetings, reading and writing reports, set-
ting and reviewing budgets, responding to expected and unexpected situa-
tions, and, grappling with personnel issues can fill the days. A person should
have no problem with this, but only if things are kept in check. Letting the
mundane duties and expectations of a director rule the clock and calendar
guarantees a boring stasis at best and catastrophic failure at worst. Control
your time. This is perhaps wishful thinking, but if attended to rigorously, it is
possible. Scheduling spaces in a day or week to dream, think, organize, and
most importantly plan, is time well spent.

Museum directing is a craft. The character of that craft will be defined by a
director’s personality. For instance, people seem to be of two minds about
meetings: some like them and some don’t. I like them, but only if they are
appropriate, productive, helpful, and timely. Directors rely on meetings for
many reasons. I have a regular schedule for some, and these are usually for
particular staff and special subjects. Others are with trustees, and in addition
to meetings of a full board there are committees to meet with and projects to
be discussed. Many meetings are held only once or twice. All meetings need to
stay on track, be respectful of participant’s time, avoid narcissistic domination,
and, be polite. Productive meetings usually call for some sort of follow-up.

How directors engage their craft is occasionally understood when looking at
their office desk (Figure 1). I see the surface of my desk twice: when I start a job
and when I finish it. Otherwise this piece of furniture is awash with papers,
files, notes, and reminders, all piled around a paper calendar. As an artist by
training and proclivity, I see my desk as a flat studio full of works in progress.
I am not averse to new technology, and I use my Smart Phone calendar when I
think of it. But my Week-at-a-Glance desk calendar is a critical tool to keep on
track. It is something of a diary also. The key to a desk like mine is knowing
what’s on it, and that requires taking regular inventory of the contents. Visually
remembering what pile, or file, or note, or piece of paper is what and where is
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Figure 1 Typical office desk of the author. Source: Photograph by Steven Miller.

essential. It is always impressive to reach for something and fish out exactly
what [ want when I want it. Finance people usually break out in cold sweats at
the sight of my desk. A trustee who had been with a large international account-
ing firm actually refused to set foot in my office he was so flustered by my
flotsam. I must note that my approach to desk management is not recom-
mended, it simply works for me. I reported to a director at one time who spent
the last hour of his day filing and putting whatever he was working on in a
designated desk drawer, cabinet, bookcase, or whatever. His desk was empty
when he left the office. His productivity was exemplary.

Everyone develops his or her own management approaches, preferences, and
habits, and directors must be especially clear in these matters. I have been for-
tunate that the museums I have directed have been of a size that made it easy
for me to have an “open-door” policy regarding my office. In spirit this means
anyone may see me to discuss anything whenever I am at my desk. In practice
this is not always possible, but when the concept is understood, staff feel
comfortable about approaching me in or out of my office — at least that is a goal.
And, they know that no confidence will be violated. Trust is absolutely essential
when managing people.

Employees can learn more in museums by walking around during the day
than by staying in an office. Museums are physical spaces where things happen.
Seeing those spaces, observing and conversing with staff, and watching visitors
is always informative. As a boss, staff have to pay attention to me, but even
when I was entering the field and few at my workplace knew who I was, taking
time to move around taught me much. As a director, the trick when walking
the premises is to not appear critical or judgmental, which apparently is often
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how I look, so I try to smile a lot This actually has merit as people are less
threatened when supervisors smile.

Because I am prone to become distracted in my work and may miss a matter
requiring immediate attention, I need and want people to keep me on track.
This includes all staff. I have no problem letting employees remind me of
things, ask questions, voice opinions, offer ideas, or register complaints. I'll
decide what is worthy of my attention. This does not mean others will agree.
My failure to recognize or care about certain things has landed me into trouble
on occasion, especially with trustees.

Any difficulty I may have with staff and trustees who like to remind me of
inconsequential matters escalates when such reminders are designed to cause
problems, avoid work, point blame, aggrandize special interests or individuals,
disrupt an institution, or support lame excuses. When a workplace culture
regularly tolerates such staff behavior it means management has failed to
manage. Some supervisors totally avoid dealing directly and in a timely manner
with disruptive personnel. Unfortunately, when trustees are the cause of the
discomfort, corrective action can be enormously difficult to realize. A word of
advice about how trustees treat directors is in order. Boards need to be sup-
portive, kind, and understanding of the person they hire to lead an institution.
While most governing bodies are well-behaved when it comes to their relation-
ship with museum directors, debilitating attacks, demeaning ridicule, or
undermining behavior is not unheard of. Boards should be cautioned to treat
directors well. It is very hard to find good museum directors but very easy to
lose them.

Regarding the aforementioned idea that museums are businesses — there is a
difference. Museums are charities and businesses are not. I use the word “char-
ity” because that is often the statutory category museums are lumped in, in the
US legal system. I worked at Tiffany & Co. at its flagship store in New York City
for four months over the holidays in 1969/1970. I was in a department that had
corporate clients and executives responsible for those clients. The executive I
reported to was German and she handled a lot of German companies that had
accounts at Tiffany’s. They included Mercedes Benz, Volkswagen, and a couple
of chemical firms. I had the run of the store, and the job was much more inter-
esting than I anticipated. I soon learned how the bottom line was the bottom
line. Products I thought were well-designed and beautiful were scuttled if they
did not sell. Obviously businesses have to take this approach or they won't be in
business very long. Nonprofit entities can afford (literally) to be a bit lax when
it comes to justifying programs or actions based on income expectations.

Tiffany’s does not receive money from individuals via philanthropic
donations. Museums do. This essential operating variance is a core element of
how and why profit and not-for-profit endeavors differ. I should note, however,
that a museum’s nonprofit stature should not be the sole consideration when
setting its annual budget.
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There is nothing wrong with a museum making money, but when the tail
starts wagging the dog and a capitalistic approach reigns supreme, parts of an
organization that are vital to its mission (collection management comes to
mind) can suffer greatly. Directors need to appreciate this reality. A reporter
for the East Hampton Star quoted Philippe de Montebello, former director of
the Metropolitan Museum of Art, about this in an interview when he stated,

The role of money in the museum world and the stress to act like a busi-
ness are real ... the number of museums being compelled to run like
businesses is troubling ... Visitors are not coming to the Met because of
a particular department’s bottom line. They are interested, he said, in
the variety and quality of the exhibitions, the intellectual life of the place.
“Obviously you need to balance the budget if you can and be run
efficiently. Yet, there is a major difference between being run in a
business-like manner and being run like a business”

(Landes 2014)

For some reason it is assumed that museum directors know every detail of
everything regarding the museums they direct. Whether it is a deep knowl-
edge of the subjects the museum is about, an intimate familiarity with all its
collections, or remembering each number in its financial records, directors
have to have total recall instantaneously. This is of course ridiculous but it
does keep directors on their toes, and frankly I am amazed at how much they
can tell us about so many different aspects of “their” museums. It is to be
expected that the larger the museum the fewer extensive departmental details
a director will be familiar with, but that is the case with every large business.
And, as with large businesses, the person at the helm needs excellent
direct-reports on staff.

I have relied on wonderful people who were variously responsible for educa-
tion, collection management, maintenance, and especially finance. The last
category has been of critical value for me when people are asking all manner of
budget-related questions, be they about costs for a project, investments, salaries,
benefits, or other such matters. These inquiries are fine, and I should probably
be able to answer them always but frankly while numbers tell stories and are
often indicators, they are more a consequence than a cause. If a museum is
competently and responsibly run, and its financial house is in order, laboring
over the minutiae of a spreadsheet to show-off one’s presumed expertise is a
nice collegial exercise. All too often at the board level it is an avoidance mechanism
employed to pretend to be contributing while really deflecting more important
trustee duties, such as getting and giving money.

I would estimate that on average 50 percent of a director’s job is focused on
working with staff and the other 50 percent requires dealing with trustees and
people outside a particular museum. To suggest the creative financing math of
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the play and movie The Producers, another 50 percent of a director’s time must
be devoted to fundraising. Therefore a director’s work is both inwardly and
outwardly oriented.

The 50 percent of my work with staff is generally productive when daily
operations are assured, plans move along and diverse matters are positively
addressed. Occasionally staff work is unpleasant. I have always appreciated
those who report to me. In my experience, most people are diligent workers. It
is my responsibility to understand every museum job; make sure the person
doing each job is capable; see that he or she has sufficient resources; monitor
effectiveness; give guidance where necessary; and deal with issues, however
they may be defined, in a timely, effective, and fair manner. Supporting, showing
appreciation for, and advancing staff must be a constant duty of museum
directors. Correcting employment problems is also a responsibility, but if a
caring approach to management is the norm there will be fewer negatives to
deal with.

My humorously calculated additional 50 percent of a director’s time devoted
to fundraising is no joke. The old saying “The buck stops here” is true of a
director’s responsibilities, though the reverse is more to the point: “The buck
starts here” Like it or not, fundraising is an essential aspect of a museum
director’s work. It infuses just about everything that goes on in a museum,
or that might. The task of seeking money cannot be relegated to others all
the time.

No matter the size of an institution, directors need to be involved in money-
raising activities, be these of an earned-income or philanthropic nature. The
latter requires a director’s time as it involves personal contact with individuals
who are being cultivated for support or have a long-standing association with
the museum when it comes to providing financial assistance. People who make
major, or even minor, monetary gifts to a worthy cause often want to meet and
get to know the person responsible for it. With successful museums, the CEO
is usually, literally and figuratively, the face of the organization. Location
doesn’t matter. When he was director of the Metropolitan Museum of Art,
Philippe de Montebello was without question its public persona. This built on
the work of his predecessor, Thomas P.F. Hoving, who almost single-handedly
invented a museum-director-as-PT.-Barnum-impresario profile. On a smaller
scale, and in a different part of the United States, Pamela Schwartz, the execu-
tive director of the Boone County Historical Society, Boone, lIowa, is the
identity of that organization. Boone is rural and has a population of only
12500 people.

Successful museum directors never let a fundraising opportunity go to waste.
They may not be able to act right away when a possibility comes to their atten-
tion but the potential is noted. This is not to say all ideas on how to raise money
are good ones. Many are not. I have spent a lot of time doing research, culti-
vating prospects, and preparing to “make the ask” only to stop or fail when
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I learned my thinking was ill-timed, misplaced, or totally incorrect. When it
comes to obtaining donations from individuals, fundraising is a fluid pursuit.
The science of an approach can assure all your informational ducks are in a
row, but nuance, timing, and connectivity is absolutely critical to reaching a
positive outcome.

I recall hearing that only 1 of 20 grant applications was successful. These
were tall odds then, and they have not improved. But applying for grants is a
much clearer process than chasing people for money. Most Foundations have
guidelines about what they give to, how, and why. There are schedules, content
requirements, and procedures. Please adhere to them. Do not waste staff or
your or valuable time writing and submitting a grant application that is inap-
propriate simply on the assumption that because your museum is a good cause
it will be considered for a grant. There are exceptions, and they are usually
known to applicants in advance.

How to become a museum director may seem obvious:

Museum directors traditionally come from within the curatorial and
administrative museum ranks. That’s sensible, given the institutional
complexity of a job that requires administrative skills to marshal the
talents of a large staff; fundraising know-how for both short-term, projects
and long-term stability; an ability to work with professionals in the field,
including artists, and the volunteers who make up the board and
support groups; and a commitment to the art public in whose name the
tax-exempt operation functions.

(Knight 2013)

Having eased into being a museum director I was fortunate to learn the trade
gradually and in a deliberatively calculated apprenticeship manner. Others
jump right in. I have no idea which approach is better. One of my students was
hired immediately after graduate school to run a county historical society. In
her mid-twenties it was no little challenge, but she is without question a natural
leader, and in spite of the stress and work involved, in my opinion she made the
right choice, I even gave a reference for her.

Given specific professional interests within museums, we see individuals
“tracking” early in their careers now. People are deciding on employment goals
more towards the beginning of their working life than might have once been
the case. This, when combined with the sort of specific training required for
particular areas of museum work, means there is less fluidity or crossing over
of disciplines. Educators are educators, curators are curators, conservators are
conservators, and exhibition designers are exhibition designers. Each might
eventually become a director, but that is either a planned option or one that
unfolds over time. Some museum professionals start out as directors with a
small organization. They will then move on to move up.
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Curatorial experience is not as common or as much required as it once was
for directors. In my opinion this is a loss. Fortunately, art museums tend to
stick to the custom when seeking leaders. Because of my entrenched commit-
ment to the central importance of collections, I believe directors with consid-
erable collection backgrounds have a far better core grasp of what a museum
really is than those without it. This doesn’t mean that directors who are not
collection based are weak; they just need more handholding when it comes to
collection cognition.

It is now pretty much required of museum directors that they have a gradu-
ate degree, or two. The PhD has not yet become the “union card” the great
Metropolitan Museum of Art curator A. Hyatt Mayer (1901-1980) feared it
might when he wrote, “The Ph.D. is the union card for teaching, and may
become so, alas, for curating. It is a lazier yardstick than performance” Mayer
(1983: 154). It is required of science museum directors, which given the nature
of that realm of learning comes as no surprise.

Unless a person is so extraordinarily well-suited to and supported in a par-
ticular museum directing job, a sufficient academic background is expected
that trustees aren’t lampooned when they make a hiring selection. I have rarely
observed that an advanced degree made much of a difference for a person once
he or she became a director. Few, if any, academic paths prepare one to lead a
museum. Arts administration graduate programs may help as they aspire to
address matters of personnel, fundraising, management, and finance, to name
four areas that occupy a director’s time. Paul Goldberger (1994) was correct
when he chuckled that a director had to have the “academic background of a
serious scholar, with the wiliness to let most of this knowledge go unused”

In the 1980s, a common topic of conversation regarding museum manage-
ment, and directing in particular, roiled around the value of hiring leaders who
held an MBA. There was a lot of palaver about how important it was to run
museums as businesses and apply the principles of the marketplace to radically
transform what were perceived by a few uninformed observers to be stodgy,
cocooned, and financially hidebound private preserves of cosseted special
interests. Fortunately the move never really caught on: another close call for
museums, in my opinion.

A preview of the failure of this approach to running a museum occurred when
the board of trustees of the Metropolitan Museum of Art decided to split the job
of directing in half. The position of president was established, and William B.
Macomber Jr. (1921-2003), who had a background in the diplomatic corps, was
hired to handle the operational part of the museum. Philippe de Montebello,
already the director, was to manage the art part. It was not quite a dual director-
ship but close to it. When Macomber retired things returned to a more standard
and managerially practical hierarchical museum staffing pyramid.

Without question, the most frightening instance of putting a business person
in charge of a museum occurred when the Smithsonian Institution hired a
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banker to run its vast multidimensional operation. In 2000 Lawrence Small
was appointed secretary of the Smithsonian. He had no appreciable nonprofit
management experience and no background in any of the many fields embraced
by the Smithsonian. He was roundly criticized for traveling with his wife
first class at government cost. This was a surface indicator of deeper failings.
After seven years of turmoil he stepped down.

Inferior museum directors, alas, can cause unsettling institutional decline
and havoc, especially insofar as staffing is concerned. These misfits tend to
exhibit one of two poor characteristics. They are insecure and know they are
not suited to their positions. Alternatively, their position goes to their head.
Either way their judgment is weak and destructive. They reject or ignore the
advice and support of competent people. They can be dishonest. Their judg-
ment stinks. Some adhere to the “kiss-up—kick-down” syndrome of manage-
ment that calls for total fawning towards those who have power over you and
totally unsupportive and even nasty behavior towards those whom you super-
vise. Others act like gods and assume a ridiculously snooty attitude and pos-
ture. Whatever the weak qualities of a bad director, staff deal with them and
adapt. Some leave, some hide, and others simply muddle through. Unfortunately
it usually takes a while for museum trustees to recognize their mistake in hiring
a nimrod. It then takes time to do something about it. During all this foolish-
ness, personnel suffer needlessly. Oddly, though, somehow museums survive
even if terribly incapacitated. Institutions can be larger than individuals.

Regardless of who fills the position of museum director, a constant concern
is job security. This is especially true at museums that have experienced a lot
of change in administrative positions. Some directors I have encountered
devote an inordinate amount of time to currying favor with a board of trus-
tees or its most powerful members. This is usually done at the expense of staff
relations. If a person does his or her work as the board thinks it should be
done and doesn'’t alienate a trustee, a director can be employed for years.
However, “the average length of service of a museum director in a position is
less than four years” (Genoways and Ireland 2003: 17). I have known excellent
directors who were fired simply because a trustee or two didn’t like them or
refused to listen to their advice. This is especially true when financial difficul-
ties unfold. Sometimes these are indeed ascribable to a director but often that
is not the case.

Though museums have succumbed to improved business practices and
aspects of the marketplace they are rarely directed by someone with a business
background exclusively. While there is no mission without margin, there is no
margin without mission. I pray this continues. There is a reason accountants are
rarely found in the ranks of museum directors. Leading a museum requires
a knowledge of relevant subjects, an outgoing optimistic personality, and a
depth of pertinent experience that falls outside the realm of spreadsheets.
Museum directors need to be “people” people and number-crunchers rarely are.
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I like the obvious and easy analogy between a museum director and an
orchestra conductor. The comparison is appropriate. As with conductors,
directors need to see and hear their museums in action. While we are hardly
required to play all the instruments we conduct, we need to understand
their role in the ensemble, no matter how large or small. As with musical
performances, so too with museum performances. Much labor unfolds to
reach a final outcome. Constant and rigorous attention needs to be paid to
every aspect of these collaborative ventures. With so many moving parts,
risk of failure is a constant variable and stress is always present. Directing
requires an acceptance of this reality and the nerve to avoid letting it interfere
with potential accomplishments. Directors well-versed in their work and
knowledgeable about their institutions understand the range of control
mechanisms available to them, how and when to apply these, and under
what circumstances.

Finally, given the all-encompassing nature of being a museum director, how
does one take a break? There are many options, and the usual ones include
family, hobbies, and travel. I have found solace in music, albeit of an odd sort.
When the great American folk music revival hit with a vengeance in the early
1960s, I began playing jug band music with some high school friends. We have
been at it ever since, if only a few times a year. Our comradery and music have
been a joy and an escape. As I have moved around I have found opportunities
to play with other similarly inclined musicians. I play washboard, blues kazoo,
and I sing. I can’t go a day without listening to music, usually jazz. I consider
jug band music part of that genre. On the domestic front, my most relaxing
escape is the week my family spends on a lake in Maine most years. Fishing,
reading, painting watercolors, and simply hanging out are rejuvenators.
Any time I can enjoy a good cigar and a bourbon on-the-rocks is also relaxing.
For those directing museums, or contemplating such work, inner escape
options that recharge psychic batteries are a must.

Class Questions

1  Your museum is in the midst of a $2.2 million renovation and expansion
capital campaign. A donor wants to give an anonymous significant gift in
honor of the director. The director wants to honor the donor with a small
bronze plaque next to the door of the director’s office. What, if anything,
should the board of trustees or director do?

2 A somewhat prominent, but hardly wealthy, artist in your community
wants to give his house and property to the museum you direct when he
dies. He has already given you much of his own art work, which you
have gladly accepted. He has no immediate family. He would like his home
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to be used as a center for the study and celebration of aqueous media
(watercolors, acrylic, etc.). The house is about a half an hour from your
museum in a once rural area of the state. It is perhaps 3000 square feet,
with three bedrooms, a living room, dining room, small kitchen, and a
studio the artist uses. It is sited on four acres. The artist will also give
the museum an endowment to care for the property. At this time the
endowment is estimated at $150000. How should the museum respond
to this idea?

A prominent trustee of the museum you direct often visits the museum in
the afternoon, frequently smelling of alcohol. There are some bottles of
liquor owned by the trustee and kept in a museum office refrigerator.
The person sometimes pours a drink or two from them. The trustee is
obstreperous, critical of staff, and prone to giving employees work instruc-
tions without the knowledge of the director or other relevant supervisors.
These instructions are never part of a preapproved work plan. How should
the director handle this?

When seeking to fill the position of director, should a board of trustees look
for a candidate with a background in business and finance or in museum
work? What might be the pros and cons for each choice?

When seeking to fill the position of director, should a board of trustees look
within the institution for a candidate or outside it? What might be the pros
and cons of each approach?

The museum where you work is seeking a new director. You apply for the
job and are interviewed but not hired. The departing director gives you a
promotion and a substantial salary increase. The new director arrives and
views you with suspicion. In the converse of this scenario, you are the
successful candidate of a museum director search. When you arrive on the
job you learn that an employee was an applicant and is clearly angry that
he was not hired. How might you handle either situation?

Two of the most difficult members of the board of trustees of the museum
you direct resign together in a pique over what they consider your poor
directing and the complicity of the board. They convince a couple of
their friends on the board to step down also. All write critical letters of
resignation, which are distributed to the full board. They have never before
expressed their dismay to you or the board or its chair. Following these
actions the board chair and remaining trustees offer you a substantial
retroactive raise and generous bonus as well as a lucrative three-year contract.
How might this scenario be interpreted?
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Curating =Connoisseurship =Collecting

He can tell pearls from fish eyes.
Old Chinese saying

Curating

For a museum to have collections, it usually requires staff knowledgeable about
those collections. This has traditionally been the role of the curator. In spite of
periodic assaults on the job from within the museum field, I believe curation
must continue to function as it always has. I have two reasons for saying so: it
works, and I have yet to find other museum positions well-suited to the assignment
over the long term. To fulfil their role as places that explore subjects
through objects, museums must have someone who understands the objects.
This assignment has suited curators.

The ideal curator is more than a little familiar with aspects of what a museum
owns and why. The job takes a long time to learn. Ultimately these people are
the core information-absorbed interlocutors who, we hope, willfully engage in
self-motivated conversations with and about objects. Those conversations
unfold for the public in explications of object identity, function, and application,
as well as an awareness of physical attributes contained in styles, materials,
scale, composition, and so forth. This knowledge is usually contextual. In other
words, curators understand the broader associations objects have, or once had
during times of use. The idea that “no man is an island” applies to museum
collections. Few objects exist or existed alone, divorced or unrelated to anything.
The Mona Lisa was made in concert with various forces. Good curators under-
stand this and spend a lot of time connecting collections to intertwined meanings.
In this role they also seek additional items for museums to own that will in turn
amplify, expand upon or refine existing collection strengths, or even cause new
aspects of a museum’s identity. This work can, albeit rarely, involve removing
existing collections from museum ownership.

The Anatomy of a Museum: An Insider’s Text, First Edition. Steven Miller.
© 2018 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2018 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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When well-defined and implemented, the role of the museum curator is
central to the content-value of its collections. Accomplished museums have
accomplished curators. Weak museums suffer the opposite circumstance.
Good curation does not necessarily depend on institutional size, scope, budget,
location, or collection subject. Small museums with limited budgets can have
excellent curatorial coverage while larger and more financially robust ones can
falter in this regard. Mostly, though, the larger and more typical the museum,
the more curatorial strengths it has. Less well-funded museums have fewer
curators, some only one. In such situations, they are in charge of a diverse array
of collection typologies, and while individually they may have certain specialties,
they are in essence generalists.

In no particular order the responsibilities of a curator include research, ongoing
collection assessment and development, exhibition planning and implementa-
tion, and providing explanations or interpretations of collections and the subjects
they reflect. The research aspect of curation unfolds as collections are examined
and understood for their individual intrinsic values and the information they can
impart about a topic. Reasons for research can be quite practical as it is usually
conducted to learn about specific objects, ponder future acquisitions, and plan
for exhibitions, publications, and viable ways for scholars to access a museum’s
holdings. On-the-job research needs to be selective, controlled, and, especially
these days, applied. Given the varying scope of curatorial interests this is often a
difficult balance to achieve. While research-for-the-sake of research is fun and the
desire to undertake it is understandable, I have tried to apply my curatorial activi-
ties specifically to a museum’s collections in the context of whatever work pro-
gram is being pursued at a given time. I have attempted to insist curators who
reported to me do the same. Frequently, good curators are an independent lot and
effective supervisory control may be elusive. This is not necessarily a detriment to
an organization, but it is something of which managers to be cognizant.

The vast majority of people only appreciate the work of the curator as they
see it in exhibitions; they do not realize what curators do behind the scenes.
It is through these communication forums that concepts are conveyed, ideas
transmitted, and opinions expressed. No matter how small or large, how
complex or simple, how cheap or expensive an exhibit is, success or failure and
whatever lies between those outcomes, is primarily caused by the level and
quality of its curation. The reason for an exhibit, its collection content, how it
is presented, and what words are used are critical to meaningful public engage-
ment. Deciding upon, selecting, arranging, and explaining the object content
of an exhibit is essential for a positive visitor experience. All of these duties
are usually the responsibility of curators, be they on staff or off. “Think of
curating an exhibition as a series of interrelated and overlapping steps,
which include — but are not limited to — research, thematic conceptualization,
selection, strategic arrangement, and interpretation. Multi-tasking is required
for this job” (Friis-Hansen 2001: 67).
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I tend to want a curator to be the first and foremost person leading an exhibi-
tion project. He or she will not always be alone in developing ideas and seeing
them to fruition, but as a general rule, a particular curator, if well qualified, is the
appropriate person to assure desirable exhibition outcomes. I recognize that this
may be thought a bit “old school,” but in fact, it is a viable way to proceed when it
comes to organizing exhibitions. Generally, when non-curators are directed or
invited to bring together exhibits the results are disastrous at worst or boring and
disjointed at best. Of course, these outcomes can occasionally result when good
curators are in charge of exhibitions, but that happens less frequently. I particu-
larly warn against putting verbal-centric academics in singular positions of
authority over exhibitions, especially for history museums. I have yet to meet one
who has any affinity for objects or understands their potential learning power.

The traditional approach to assigning curators the job of exhibition develop-
ment and implementation means it is a curator who suggests an exhibition
topic, selects the objects to be shown, generates, edits, or approves all writing,
outlines the preferred arrangement of the items to be displayed, and signs-off
on ancillary interpretive materials such as online components of an exhibition,
gallery audiovisual content, graphics, and so forth. If a competent curator is
doing his or her job well, there will be a clear editorial perspective and uniform
“curatorial voice” in an exhibition, thus minimizing perceptual and actual
information confusion. Ideally the “voice,” by the way, will reflect the museum’s,
in some shared and obvious manner.

Once upon a time it may have been assumed that museums were neutral pre-
senters of exhibitions and neither generated nor inflicted strong opinions
through what they put on view in their galleries. This, of course, was and remains
an incorrect notion. The very existence of a particular museum happens because
of an opinion. The collection content of a museum is decided by opinion. And,
how that content is shown is based on opinions. This reality was boldly recog-
nized and its existing applications often vehemently assaulted as the turbulent
decade of the 1960s came to a close. In the United States especially, museums
were not immune to the unfolding pressures for social change at the time. They
were criticized for being racist, sexist, antidemocratic, and elitist bastions of the
social, political, and financial interests of the military—industrial power struc-
ture ruling the country. Exhibitions were often cited as cultural affronts by lead-
ing proponents for democratic change. A legacy of that time, and a welcome one
as far as I am concerned, unfolds when museums foster collecting and exhibi-
tion practices that encourage a broadly inclusive perspective. This populist
approach is now one of the several considerations curators should give to the
collections and exhibitions for which they are responsible.

Curatorial positions in the museum field vary. Often they are identified by an
object area of responsibility such as the title I had once of Curator of Paintings,
Prints and Photographs. Sometimes a title might denote a zone of interest,
such as curator of the American Wing. Art museums tend to be more
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collection-specific in titles while science museums might be subject- oriented,
and we would see the title Curator of Ichthyology. There is also the title Curator
of Education. This resulted from educators demanding parity with curators in a
museum structure. I'm not sure how one curates education, but it is a name here
to stay and I have reluctantly used it. When I did, it signaled a museum’s focus
on an important primary public responsibility that had been given short shrift.

Curatorial rankings are fairly simple and obvious and might start at the top
with chief curator, a curator-in-charge, or senior curator. Curator, associate
curator, assistant curator, assistant to the curator, guest curator, volunteer
curator, will be used in a descending hierarchy. Fundraising creativity has seen
the implementation of curatorial positions named for a donor, such as would
be the case for me if I had millions to give to a museum to endow the Jane and
Steven Miller Curator of Jug Band Music.

When I was a curator, people would sometimes ask me how that happened.

Though luck and happenstance remain factors in curatorial aspirations, a
combination of requisite defined academic training and relevant experience
are absolutely essential. It is especially helpful if the experience can be gained
with an excellent curator, notable collection, and at a distinguished museum.
This obvious background is newer to the field than might be thought. In the
past it was not unusual for curators to find their way into jobs by chance or
hobby. This did not mean such people were bad at what they did, but from my
observations there were enormous gaps in professional abilities, inclinations,
and applications. The day of the dilettante curator is, I hope, dead. Which
brings me to the idea of curation as a calling rather than a career. In my opinion
the greatest curators are so absorbed by what they do that notions of a nine-to-
five job, simple employment, a paycheck, benefits, and suchlike are afterthoughts.
A burning desire to be a curator is essential to career planning and advance-
ment. Avoid curators who are tepid about what they do for a living. Fortunately
I don’t think I've met one. Yet.

Given the knowledge of their work, their opinionated nature, and their strong
perspectives on what they do and why;, it is odd that so very, very little has been
written by curators about the practice of curation. There are a few books related
to curating contemporary art, but books about curating in history or science
museums are conspicuous by their absence. I emphasize books because while
the Internet offers extensive opportunity for personal and professional expres-
sion, books will last longer and be easier for people to find. Besides, they can
always be put online. I therefore ask curators to please write about curating.

Connoisseurship

Connoisseurship as both a practice and idea is generally considered the
stuff of esoteric aesthetic pursuits. These might include the arcana of know-
ing about Rembrandt etchings, Ming dynasty ceramics, or Russian icons.



Curating = Connoisseurship = Collecting

Images spring to mind of scholarly types immersed in rare texts and pondering
the most minute and picayune details of some object before them. Scenarios
involve magnifying glasses, references foreign to most of us, comparisons to
related objects under scrutiny, and, in the case of men, the wearing of bow ties.
We see this play out in the television series The Antiques Roadshow.

Popular perceptions aside, when it comes to museum collections, connois-
seurship is absolutely essential to any thoughts of excellence. Therefore it
needs to be understood and embraced by everyone even remotely concerned
with quality, knowledge, and content regarding museum collections. Great col-
lections usually result from rarified and highly refined connoisseurship that
plays out on an individual basis and, in the aggregate, over time. Museum
directors especially must understand and vehemently support what is essen-
tially a relentless intellectual activity based on looking. They must champion
the continuity of the function otherwise an institution will languish in the
arena of collecting and collections and even reverse course.

So what is connoisseurship? It is a combination of academic scholarship and
sensory judgment fused by an almost undefined feeling for quality, meaning,
and value in a particular segment of the physical realms in which we exist. It is
acquired by extensive object-centric contemplative experience and thought,
sometimes seasoned with a dash of chance encounters. Often the connoisseur-
ship under discussion seems quite narrow in scope and content, almost to the
point of being the manifestation of an obsession abnormal to the rest of us,
being of no practical application. For museums, connoisseurship goes far
beyond studies of and about the fine and the decorative arts. Highly developed
object-appreciation is apparent for those involved in automobile collecting,
comic book studies, or the scholarship of cigar-box labels. Regardless of the
things under scrutiny, the skills, experience, and “eye” of a connoisseur are
developed in similar ways and over a long period of time.

When the late John Carter Brown (1934—-2002), long-time director of the
National Gallery of Art in Washington, DC, was considering a museum career,
he visited the great art historian Bernard Berenson. He told Brown to “look,
look, and look and look, until you are blind in the looking. And from blindness
comes illumination” (Harris 2013: 28).

Great museums have great collections. Obvious examples are the Louvre, the
British Museum, or the Metropolitan Museum of Art. But size does not matter
and smaller, often gemlike museums are equally respected for their holdings,
be they art-, science-, or history-centric. Three examples are the Phillips
Collection in Washington, DC, the Mutter Museum of the College of Physicians
and Surgeons in Philadelphia, and Sir John Soane’s Museum in London. Lots of
other museums come to mind that have valued collections, and the list can be
long. The point is, whatever museum we consider, if it has a distinguished
and admired reputation, those notions are based mostly on what people think
of the collections. To be sure, there are places where the collections might
compete with a cherished view, interesting building, exciting temporary
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exhibitions, or convenient location, not to mention a good restaurant. It is col-
lection quality, though, that, over the years, establishes institutional meaning.
And rightly so. Few really want to visit a museum of mediocre, irrelevant,
bogus stuff or the momentarily chic, at least not repeatedly or over decades.

So how does a museum establish a good reputation when it comes to
collections — one that will last a while? Through disciplined, enlightened,
knowledgeable connoisseurship that is not undermined or blocked by the
indignities of blasphemous managers, ill-advised political intrusions, wrong-
headed cost-cutting, or misdirected and short-sighted collection management
shenanigans, not to mention acts of violence.

Museums admired for what they own usually enjoy this reputation because
of a well-founded long-term understanding and application of a highly refined
sense of judgment when it comes to the processes of acquiring, preserving,
studying, and explaining collections. What is essentially a combination of
knowledge, experience, visual acuity, and relevant intuition regarding collec-
tions and collecting should not be thought of as a frivolous and outdated
notion. These tools of the connoisseur’s trade must be practiced, indeed
insisted upon, daily. This is true regardless of museum size, location, or budget.
Historic Deerfield in Deerfield, Massachusetts, exercises extraordinary curato-
rial sensitivity when it comes to acquiring new collections. The Philadelphia
Museum of Art has and obtains superb acquisitions. The American Museum
of Natural History is to be applauded for its collection of dinosaur fossils.
In these and scores of other examples we see connoisseurship at play in history,
art, and science museums.

Museums that are indifferent when it comes to connoisseurship are so as
a result of damaging lapses in the visual intellectualism so central to their
meaning. Some years ago my friend and colleague, the worldly wise and
museum-experienced Mansfield Kirby Talley, writing at different times on the
subject, said the following:

Connoisseurs — the word conjures up images of polished gentlemen
indulging in a highly refined pastime, giving unidentified works of art to
this or that artist. They are sometimes looked upon as magicians or
conjurors and it must be admitted at once that there is an element of
magic in connoisseurship, just as there is in mathematics and physics ...
Connoisseurship depends upon a well-defined notion of the individual
personality, and furthermore upon the belief that this concept is of
importance. Awareness and comprehension of the work of a given indi-
vidual as being unique to him is the cornerstone of connoisseurship.
(1989: 175)

When we look at a work of art, a dialogue is opened between the work
of art as an aesthetic object and our eye; that is, our ability to distin-
guish quality, hand, and, to whatever extent possible, original intent;
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which includes the artist’s image-intent and how the artist’s choice and
use of form, color, materials, techniques and surface finish contributed
to the realization of it. This, in essence, is what is meant by aesthetics,
whether we think of it as a science of beauty, as having a sense of love for
the beautiful, or as having to do with rules, principles, and practice of
the fine arts. The extent of our historical, technical, and material knowledge
will determine our ability to evaluate — as an artist might — what we see
with what we know.

(Talley 1996: 4)

The way in which connoisseurs, whether they happen to be art historians
or conservators, study, evaluate and appreciate works of art depends
upon a type of insight or intuition which cannot be logically explained
and/or defended. Bertrand Russell refers to Henri Bergson, the 19™-
century French philosopher and a great advocate of intuition over intel-
lect: “There are, he says, ‘two profoundly different ways of knowing a
thing. The first implies that we move round the object: the second that
we enter into it” Bergson defines intuition as: “the kind of intellectual
sympathy by which one places oneself within an object in order to coincide
with what is unique in it and therefore inexpressible” This is what Bernard
Berenson, the renowned connoisseur of 15th-century Italian painting, saw
as the very foundation of connoisseurship.

(Talley 1997: 273-274)

As I noted earlier, connoisseurship — whether it be giving unidentified
works of art to specific creators, or, more generally, intelligent apprecia-
tion — cannot be logically explained and/or defended. However, before
you dismiss such an approach as a 19th-century pseudo-science laced with
a generous tot of mystical romanticism, may I remind you that approxi-
mately 85% of Berenson’s attributions have been accepted by subsequent
scholarship. It should also not be forgotten that when Berenson was
working the mappa mundi of his chosen field of expertise was still quite
sketchy. Berenson’s success as a connoisseur depended not only upon his
“eye,” or his intuitive ability to recognize a particular hand or style, but
also upon his visual memory and wide-ranging erudition and scholarship.
Connoisseurship is obviously not infallible, but then neither is science nor
the scientific method. Like the effectiveness of any tool, the effectiveness
of connoisseurship will depend upon the abilities of the person using it.
While connoisseurship is certainly a subjective method, it should not be
seen in terms of “my opinion is as good as yours” Anyone who knows
anything about the history of connoisseurship and the achievements of its
best practitioners will readily understand that, unlike Annie Oakley, it is
not simply a matter of “I can do anything better than you”

(Talley 1997: 276)
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In their capacity as aspiring or actual connoisseurs (and I certainly hope all
curators embrace this status, though there is no question that it is an ongoing
and never ending personal quest), curators spend enormous amounts of time
studying objects to learn how they were created, what they are made of, how
they were used, by whom and why. They want to know the history of an object,
which is otherwise referred to as its provenance. Connoisseurs also want to
know about an object in the context of its life and applications with and around
other objects. What might be thought a bizarre preoccupation in others is
essential to what a connoisseur does.

Spending time with highly qualified curators in any museum can be enor-
mously rewarding as they explain objects for which they are responsible and
hopefully have been for a long time. The insights and information they provide
is fascinating and only gained by years of constant looking, thinking, and
research, all of which has to be object-based. Becoming such a connoisseur
happens not just by looking at reproductions and reading about a collection
subject. It happens through close and constant interaction with the real things
that absorb meaningful directed attention.

Connoisseurship in all its ramifications must be central to any museum’s col-
lecting activities. Even the slightest failures in this arena will plague a museum
long into the future. Acquisitions that are not totally based on refined, informed,
experienced, and highly disciplined connoisseurship will be nothing but
trouble down the line. There are exceptions, but they are just that. Permanent
collections should be a joy not a burden.

As one who loves museum collections for all they can mean, express, and
impart I have, however, over time come to the conclusion that not everything
in a museum necessarily belongs there. This reality has taken me years to
accept, but during those years I have worked with tens of thousands of collec-
tion items, and on occasion I have been totally baffled about the reason some
were in a particular museum. Close examination and research always revealed
they came into the museum for inexplicable and even spurious reasons. The
dross arrived because no staff (qualified curators) were employed who had the
interest, knowledge, or power, to decline an acquisition based on even a hint of
connoisseurship.

A museum’s acquisition process should be formal, disciplined, and articu-
lated. It is where the connoisseurship object-based cranial rubber hits the road.
Given the implied and actual commitment museums make regarding the per-
manency of their collections, taking in things for reasons peripheral or uncon-
nected to a museum’s core mission is foolish and irresponsible. Most major
professional museums work hard to assure that what comes into the permanent
collections is appropriate and will have value for the long term. So far, for the
most part, the approach has been successful.

The late Thomas P.F. Hoving, director of the Metropolitan Museum of Art,
articulated an approach to object appreciation that applies perfectly when
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undertaking an acquisition exercise, regardless of the object contemplated.
To a degree it summarizes connoisseurship. In looking at a potential acquisition
consider its

) Immediate impression
) Description
) Condition, wear, age
) Use
) Style
) Subject matter
7) Iconography
) History

) Bibliography

) Outside expert advice

) Scientific analysis

) Doubts list

) Conclusion: does the work stack up to the original impression?

(Hoving 1975: 11)

Highly qualified and experienced curators intuitively, if not always
consciously, apply Hoving’s exercise when they are looking at a painting,
chair, insect, car, rock, dress, or whatever encompasses their scope of exper-
tise in a museum context. To reiterate, this ability comes from lots and lots
and lots of looking, and that looking must never cease. For the most part it
will focus on actual things rather than reproductions. Having a good “mind’s
eye” is no different from having a good sports or musical ability. Regular
practice and application is necessary to keep it current. As a curator at the
Museum of the City of New York, one of the great collections in my depart-
ment was lithographs by the nineteenth-century New York City tandem
printmaking firms of N. Currier and Currier & Ives. The museum owns about
3000 of the more than 7000 different pictures the company made in multiple
copies. Over a 16-year period, regular encounters with one or more of the
prints sensitized my eye to them. The pictures have been wildly and widely
reproduced and a couple of “restrikes” from original lithography stones have
been made. The vast majority of copies are ridiculously easy to discern, even
to the mildly trained eye. The few “restrikes” made in the twentieth century
are not so easy to spot, and in fact, to my knowledge I have only encountered
two. In those instances it was my first impression that made me suspicious,
but I could not immediately say why. Without meaning to sound arrogant, it
was a connoisseur’s reaction. Though unaware of Hoving’s guidelines at the
time, they were pretty much what unfolded as I studied the prints in question
and eventually settled on a conclusion. I still give illustrated talks on Currier
& Ives, but since I stopped looking at original prints with any regularity or at
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any length, my connoisseurship has slipped. Also, because I was only working
with fewer than half the images they produced, even when my familiarity with
the artwork was at its height it was incomplete. The Library of Congress holds
a collection of equal importance to that of the Museum of the City of New
York’s. I should like to spend time there someday, looking at each and every
print. While a “mind’s eye” can go on an extended hiatus, I believe it can be
rejuvenated too!

Another approach to understanding and appreciating the things museums
have, or want, has been succinctly listed by Maxwell Anderson, director of the
Dallas Museum of Art. While his perspective is on art and how to assess it from
an aesthetic perspective, his “five features of artistic quality” are valid points of
connoisseurship that can sometimes be applied to other things museums own
or are thinking about owning. Indeed, he notes that they “can be applied to
anything made by human hands” This leaves out the zillion specimens natural
history museums collect, but I suspect there is some transference of approach
to these nevertheless.

Anderson’s five features consider the extent to which art (and other things) is

1) Original in its approach

2) Crafted with technical skill
3) Confident in its theme

4) Coherent in its composition
5) Memorable for the viewer.

(2012: 50)

Presumably the absence of one or more of these features will cause a museum
to reconsider acquiring or keeping whatever is under investigation. But a word
of caution is advisable. My assessment of history museums indicates they often
have great collections of dreadful paintings because those pictures have docu-
mentary value rather than artistic merit. Such art might fail to meet all five of
Anderson’s measures in the context of an art museum but it is important to
have and to hold for a particular history museum. This simply points out the
complex variable nature of connoisseurship in its many applications.

However museum collections or potential acquisitions are looked at, part of
assessing meaning includes being watchful for fraud. By this I mean fakes.
Because museums are in the truth business insofar as collections are con-
cerned, they strive to obtain and keep things that really are what scholars pur-
port them to be. When I see the three Vermeer paintings at the Frick Collection
in New York City, I feel safe in assuming they are actual Vermeers. When I see
a presidential limousine at the Henry Ford Museum, I assume it is such a vehi-
cle. And, when I encounter a lavish gem and mineral exhibition at a natural
history museum, I have no reason to think the rocks and stones on view are
anything other than what I am told they are.
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The focus on avoiding fakes in museum collections does not mean they do
not exist. Every so often a diligent museum will discover a complete phony
in its collections. (This is true with staff too, but let’s stick to stuff.) When
collection fraud is confirmed, the news might be made public or not. I have
no strong feelings in this regard. It seems to vary according to the impor-
tance of the object, who discovered the fraud, the public relations value of
the news, and institutional policies. What is absolutely necessary is to record
the information in accession and research files. The museum also has an
obligation to somehow “mark” the item as a fake in a way that cannot be
undone later. Conversations will ensue about whether the piece should even
exist. I tend to prefer to retain it simply to keep it in some museum context.
All measures must be taken to assure it will not show up elsewhere as “genuine”
Of course, perhaps the worst sin is branding something a fake when it really
isn’t. There have been instances of art shunted back and forth between
accusations of being bogus or legitimate.

Then there are the relatives of fakes, such as composites, copies, and repro-
ductions. These have a place in museums as they can be used in many ways to
advance or support knowledge. Usually their role is ancillary and takes the
form of exhibition props or disposable education materials. These applications
require obvious and accurate identification for the public about the non-genu-
ineness of a thing. This is absolutely incumbent on museums and should be
high on the list of ethical practices. It is not always so. I know of a lovely small
museum devoted to a prominent American sports star. An impressive com-
mercially designed exhibition about the person’s life contains a display of
championship rings he owned over the years. Amongst the 20 or so of them
are two copies. He had kept all the rings he had received except a couple.
The exhibition label does not explain which rings are real and which are not.
This oversight was hardly done to deceive. Visitors to the museum, unaware of
the slip, could probably not care less. But, it provides an innocent example of
how attentive we in the museum field need to be.

Collecting

The urge to collect is an oddball human phenomenon. Not everyone exhibits it
but those who do are destined to suffer from the affliction all their lives and
enjoy every minute of it. Collecting takes many forms and embraces many
things, be they automobiles or hubcaps, guns or bullets, first edition books or
Mad magazines, you name a category of stuff and there will be someone col-
lecting it. The psychology of collecting has been examined and studied insofar
as individuals are concerned. What has not been dealt with at length is the
psychology of institutional collecting, which is what museums do. I like to
think museums have a loftier and more publicly spirited reason for collecting
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than individuals might and that museums pursue their collecting in a more
rigorous and disciplined manner. The first part of my bias is probably true as
museums really are public service entities. The second part of my assumption
is incorrect as there are museums with weak collecting impulses and individuals
who are highly focused in what they acquire.

Without question, a favorite aspect of my museum life has centered on
acquisitions. It was reassuring to hear the former director of the Metropolitan
Museum of Art say this also, during a conversation he had with Glen Lowry,
the director of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 2014: “Acquisitions are the
most rewarding thing a museum director can do” (Desmond-Fish Library
Benefit Luncheon, Garrison, New York, 2 November 2014, author’s notes).
For me the rewarding aspects of making acquisitions are the presumed benefit
the objects will have for people and the desired permanence of their purpose.
What I acquire for a particular museum will, presumably, be around for a long
time to be appreciated by generations to come. I hope my selections were and
remain sensible. Collecting is an attempt to predict what one believes will
be of value and relevance in the future. It is an exercise in wishful thinking,
but unless during your lifetime a museum jettisons what you brought in,
you won't be around long enough to know how things unfold in the
decades to come. Future generations may look askance at the things I
collected and mutter, “What on earth was Miller thinking when he brought
in this dreck?”

I have never been a fan of acquisition committees as they tend to be formed
in museums these days. They are largely made up of people who have no idea
what a museum should be collecting, why, or how. But, because they are a
fact of life, I suppose they might be useful in helping curators refine an
acquisition argument. The more precision that is developed in this regard,
presumably the more positive will be the long-term outcome. One simple
approach is to draft a label for whatever is being contemplated for acquisition.
This exercise should force a curator to say what the object is all about as a
primary document.

Anyone who has studied history knows the value of primary documents.
For the most part museums think of collections in this manner, which is why
things that might be described as secondary or tertiary documents may receive
less attention. The object-as-document exercise engaged in during acquisition
deliberations is not always adhered to once an object is acquired, nor need it
be. For example, we often see, especially in history museums, collections used
in exhibitions in a backdrop or stage-set capacity. This in no way diminishes
the documentary value of something. The object in question is simply playing
a less prominent role for a while.

The idea of non-word-things holding information must be obvious in a
museum context. It is absolutely essential when making acquisitions. To see
(literally) a chair, shirt, or seashell as a document suggests that collection
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items cease their original functions once they are accessioned by a museum.
In their newly institutionalized guise a chair is no longer sat upon, a shirt
worn, or a seashell occupied by an animal. Placement in a museum causes
these items to take on storytelling roles with a host of possibilities. Art may
not experience such a metamorphosis because it can still hang on a wall or
be placed on a pedestal to be looked at as originally planned, but not always.
Art once made for a specific setting, such as a church, loses its religious place
in a museum.

If a museum is on the ball when it comes to collecting, and has been for
a while, its collections are often the sum of its parts rather than the parts
alone.

In forming collections, museums recontextualize objects; they remove
them from their original contexts and place them in the new context
of “the collection” This recontextualixation of objects primarily in
terms of other objects with which they are considered to be related,
is a fundamental aspect of the kind of collecting legitimized by the
museum. In a collection, objects take on additional significance
specifically by dint of being part of the collection; and, in most cases,
the life of objects once in a collection is notably different from their
pre-collection existence.

(Macdonald 2011: 81 — 97)

Because collections for me are documents, I need to appreciate their cultural
value and how that might evolve in years to come. It is helpful to thus differen-
tiate items based on the depth of their individual as well as possible group
context following the proof or prop notion I discuss elsewhere in this book.
When it comes to acquisitions, an item that is proof of something is evidence.
An item that is a prop is simply playing a role in a theatrical capacity. Deciding
what a museum collects should rest on seeking obvious and clear proof rather
than a random background prop.

In the 1970s the Bowery in lower Manhattan was changing from a place
known for its flophouses, winos, and wholesale restaurant supply stores to
being a mecca for artists. Single-room-occupancy hotels catering to the desti-
tute abounded, as did bars selling cheap booze. In my capacity as the curator of
the photography collection at the Museum of the City of New York, I welcomed
contemporary documentary photographers as I wanted to support them,
organize exhibitions, and acquire pertinent work. Occasionally I'd have some-
one show me a portfolio that included a picture or two of the Bowery. They
were always of a derelict man passed out on the street. One day a woman came
to see me who had done a fabulous documentary project that showed not only
the stereotypical Bowery bums but also the neighborhood bars, flophouses,
restaurant supply businesses, and new artist’s studios and living spaces.
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She had, in short, documented the early stages of a transition that would com-
pletely alter the character of the street as it became more upscale. Unlike a
single photo that was a requisite portfolio insert, her work was encompassing.
Not only did she contribute her photographs to the museum but we presented
an exhibition of them. Acquiring her work was clearly important for the
museum in my opinion. New York City is a place of change, and the sort of
change it experiences is most notable in its neighborhoods. The Bowery is one
of the oldest thoroughfares in Manhattan and has gone through more than a
few transitions. It is my hope that the images I acquired will resonate long
after I'm simply a name in the museum’s old annual reports.

Oddly, there are people in the museum world for whom collections, connois-
seurship, and curation are meaningless. They are uninterested in concepts of
material culture and consider such foolishness irrelevant object-obsessiveness.
Collections are annoying intrusions that take up space, cost money, and occupy
attention that could be better spent on making museums word-centric rather
than thing-centric. For the most part this approach to redefining a museum
has not been warmly embraced for long, but when it has, the results have been
unfortunate as resources are shifted away from collections, connoisseurship,
and curation to fuzzy-headed, sociologically argued initiatives and programs
of no merit or continuity. What often masks as radical intellectualism boldly
contradicting tried and true mainstream museum precepts is really just the
whining of peripheral voices who can't for the life of themselves accept the fact
that people come to museums to see stuff and that stuff should be authentic in
some meaningful evidentiary way. Why the nay-sayers insist on acting in this
way is beyond me. Most are self-absorbed word people ensconced in, but
ostracized by, the museum world for failing to grasp the obvious. It’s hard
enough to get good collections, take proper care of them, and, present them to
visitors in a telling manner without harpies yowling from some self-constructed
sacred pulpit they have within the vast and varying universe of museum pedants.
Stereotypical museum logos often feature a portico of Greco-Roman columns.
We need to be watchful of fifth columnists within our midst who are diversions
at best and destructors at worst.

Museums acquire permanent collections in one of two ways: they are given
or purchased. The vast majority of museum acquisitions are donated.
Purchases are exceptional. One can argue that field-collecting, such as science
museums practice, is a form of either purchase or donation. The same holds
true for collection exchanges between or amongst museums. Whatever the
case, the collecting motivations discussed in this chapter and elsewhere can
be the same regardless of whether an acquisition is the result of purchase or
donation.

Part of the process of considering acquisitions is to learn how to avoid dross.
Too many museum collections (local historical societies are especially vulner-
able in this regard) have things that don’t belong. This is not to say they have not
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been honestly acquired, properly cataloged, and well cared for, though that too
happens. I mean they have minimal standing insofar as the museum’s core mis-
sion is concerned. Over the years I have seen how some inapplicable things have
ended up in museums. People responsible for acquisitions were either oblivi-
ous, weak, overruled, or absent when irrelevant items wandered in. There are
many reasons for taking things, but there should be more reasons for not doing
so. I have probably declined 99 percent of what I have been offered for museum
collections. I do this politely, respectfully, and enthusiastically, and I use my
decision as an opportunity to educate actual and potential donors about why
museums collect and how. I have never had difficulties with people whose offers
were turned away.

The practice of museum deaccessioning can elicit strong emotions. It is a
valid collection management tool that can be used for debatable reasons. When
that happens, museums are the subject of vitriolic assault. Decisions leading
to deaccessioning should be as rigorous as those leading to accessioning.
Unfortunately that is not always the case. There are many examples of poor
arguments for deaccessioning, but a particularly short-sighted one is using an
object’s lack of exhibition activity as a reason for removal. Museum collections
do not have “expiration dates” stamped on them. Just because something in a
museum collection has not been put on view for a long time (ever?) does not
mean it should be jettisoned.

AsInote in the last chapter of this book, one of the great issues museum will
face in the future will be collection magnitude. Actually, many museums are
struggling with this problem now. How much can museums hold and sustain
in their collecting work as they move forward? The world is awash with stuff.
There are far, far, far too many pieces of art, historic artifacts, and scientific
specimens for museums to take. Concomittantly, there must be more highly
refined, directed, and disciplined curation, connoisseurship, and collecting.
Let museum leaders well understand that they need at least one person in
authority who can tell pearls from fish eyes.

Class Questions

1 How would you respond to the following letter to your museum?

Dear ...

I have ten important paintings by the major American artist John
Sloan. For several years these have been on loan to the New Britain
Museum of American Art, New Britain, CT. That museum is
renovating its galleries and is therefore returning art it has on loan
from private collectors such as me. I am seeking other museums that
might be interested in borrowing these and other art from my private
collection.
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The Sloan paintings are superb examples of the work he did in the
southwest. There are landscapes, Native Americans, still-lifes, and
nudes. The distinguished status of your museum suggests you may
want to borrow works from my collection.

I would be happy to discuss a long-term loan and welcome your
response.

Sincerely,
PS For Further information on my collection, please look me up on
the Internet ...

2 Atthe recommendation of a new curator at your museum, a grain-painted

six-board box is purchased for the decorative arts collection. It has been
found by the curator in an antiques mall which consists of over 50 stalls
owned by various dealers and featuring a wide variety of objects. The
curator claims the box dates from the second quarter of the nineteenth
century and was made by a member of a prominent family known for its
furniture productions in the museum’s area. A six-board box is just that, a
box made of six boards — one for each surface of the box. The box in ques-
tion is about a meter long and a half a meter square. The top of the box
hinges open. The interior is divided into a couple of compartments. There is
a name handwritten on the outside of the bottom board of the box. It is the
last name of one of the local furniture makers to which the box is attributed
by the curator. The town he lived in is also written on the board.

Based on the curator’s recommendation, the museum director agrees to
acquire the box (for $250), and it is put on exhibition. The museum regis-
trar, who has been with the museum for 30 years, is skeptical about the
authenticity of the box but says nothing.

Not long afterwards the museum exhibits the box. The director then
receives a telephone call from a descendant of the furniture-making family.
He lives nearby and insists the box is a fabrication. He explains that he once
owned a number of old boards with handwritten names of the family
scrawled on them. These boards had been used for packing crates in the
nineteenth century. An antiques “picker” from a neighboring state heard
about these boards and bought them from the man about 10 years ago. Not
long after, the box the museum had just acquired appeared at a local auc-
tion. At that time the museum was approached to bid on it but the museum
curator at the time declined. The box was purchased at auction by a private
individual who then brought it to the museum for authentication. The
curator at the time cautioned against its antiquity so the purchaser returned
it to the auction house and received a refund.

The director arranges to meet with the curator and the furniture-maker’s
descendant who had allegedly sold the signed board to the “picker” The
descendant is almost apoplectic in asserting that the six-board box is not
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old and was not made by his ancestor but is in fact a pastiche of old boards
made to look antique. The new museum curator become quite testy,
contradicting the information. By this time the museum director is already
suspicious of the box and word is beginning to circulate amongst local
antiques dealers that the museum had bought a fraud. The new curator
insists his connoisseurship is unquestionably correct.

What, if anything, should be done about this?

It is 1976 and the Museum of the City of New York has an item on tempo-
rary exhibition that was discovered by an antique dealer in Connecticut.
Using a metal detector, he found a piece of a lead statue of Britain’s King
George III that was once at Bowling Green in New York City, at the south
end of Broadway, in lower Manhattan. At the beginning of the American
Revolution, the statue was pulled down by colonists who then chopped it
into pieces and hauled most of them up to Connecticut to be melted into
bullets. While taking the pieces through Connecticut, the colonists stopped
at a tavern. Loyalists attacked the wagonload of lead and threw the contents
into a local swamp. Over the years, pieces of the statue have been periodically
discovered.

This most recent discovery of a piece of the statue of George III was
featured in an article in The New York Times written earlier in the year. The
Connecticut antiques dealer had found it in the swamp. The director of the
museum saw the article and immediately sought to acquire the piece, or at
least to exhibit it. The timing was fortuitous as America’s Bicentennial was
underway. The director asked the museum’s senior curator to track down
the piece and its owner to see if the museum might exhibit it. They were
successful and the item was placed in a protective vitrine and became the
focus of a large display in the entrance gallery of the museum. The museum
began negotiations to purchase the piece for $5000.

One weekday morning in August, after the George III display has been
on view for several months and the museum has received positive publicity,
Steven Miller, an assistant curator, receives a call from the museum secu-
rity attendant at the admissions desk. The senior administrative staff mem-
ber is on vacation. A man has arrived at the museum and is quite angry
about the piece of the statue of George III. Steve asks the guard to put the
man on the phone. He is furious and threatens to sue the museum, claiming
the piece of the statue was found on his property in Connecticut and it
belongs to him not to the antiques dealer. He wants to take it then and
there. What does Steve do?

In past centuries it was common for artists, when producing prints,
not simply to take prints from the finalized piece but also to do so at
various stages or states of completion. These “states” have obvious or subtle
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differences. If a museum collects such art, what should it consider
regarding “states” when doing so and who is best qualified to make those
determinations?

You are on the collection committee of a state museum. One responsibility
of this volunteer group is to review and approve proposed acquisitions.
The museum has three divisions: art, history, and natural history. Each
collects things made, used, or otherwise reflective of the state in which
the museum is located. The committee makes acquisition decisions based
on presentations by division curators at the committee’s quarterly meetings.
At your next meeting three items will be presented. One is a ¢.1958
American Flyer toy railroad engine owned and played with in the state by
a native of the state, who still owns it. He wants to donate it to the
museum. Another item is a painting by a famous, deceased twentieth-
century state artist. It is a representational image of a known location in
the state. It is also being offered as a gift. The third item is a rock field-
collected at a quarry in the state by a member of the museum’s geology
department. Though these objects are quite different and specific infor-
mation will be offered by the curators, and sought by committee members,
a set of similar questions regarding each item will be asked of the propos-
ers. One of these will be: Are there restrictions regarding how the items
may be used by the museum? What might some of the other common
questions be?

During the process of assessing potential museum acquisitions, what might
be the connoisseurship considerations involved when looking at a car,
a painting, or a collection of bird’s eggs?
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5

Managing in Museums

There are a lot of publications about management, whether online or in a
bookstore (big university stores are good sources for hard copy volumes).
You will be impressed by the scope of authors. But, note their biographies.
Most never had to actually manage anything of consequence in the real world
of getting things done in an appreciable way over a long period of time, especially
in the nonprofit sector. They certainly were not responsible for raising money,
setting budgets, meeting a payroll, initiating and directing people and projects,
sustaining venerable organizations through inspired leadership, grappling with
financial stress, making decisions of consequence, or translating their learning
into practical action for the public good. And none had to survive in the job
in a glasshouse setting 24/7 as is the case for directors of most museums,
or should be. Despite this lack of experience by authors, I have always learned
something of value in management books.

Customarily management texts address topics according to various business
disciplines. You'll find volumes about real estate, banking, IT careers, con-
struction, entertainment, human resources — you name it. A very few are about
the management of nonprofit cultural organizations. There are almost none
relating to museum management.

The absence of books about museum management is unfortunate. Museums
are, or can be, peculiar undertakings calling for an unusual range of administrative
skills and experiences. My observations suggest they have unique characteristics
that need to be both practically and philosophically understood to be success-
fully managed. Those circumstances and realities wrestle with the tangible in
the service of the intangible. Anyone responsible for management in a museum
needs to appreciate this definitional fact as it is applied daily.

Managing in a museum is both an art and a science. As with most jobs, there
are things you want to do, things you have to do, and then there is all the other
stuff that bubbles up along the way. The art and science of museum manage-
ment calls for being in charge, or at least, being influential in some capacity.
If a person is uncomfortable with this arrangement he or she should avoid
being a manager. There seem to be two kinds of people in the world, responders
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and initiators. On the job we need both, but it takes management awareness
and sensitivity to know who is inclined to do what, when, where, and why — and,
who is not.

The science of management tends to center on quantifiable officially issued
and required systems, calculations, and procedures put in place and usually
found in human resource manuals and instructions about communication
methods such as memos, e-mails, meetings, phone use, or IT regulations.
Sometimes these directives are required by law. Measurement calculations
are popular as people try to numerically assess operations and outcomes.
Measuring tends to involve understanding and being able to quantify the time
used or required for projects, activities, and visitation; physical content relating
to collections owned, on loan, or both; the dynamics of planning, scheduling,
and implementing; outcome assessment; and budgets.

Management as a science is especially evident when tracking budgets and
dealing with all things financial. Creative accounting has a bad name and
rightly so as I have seen it misused by museums. Most often though, it is appro-
priately applied to honestly meet needs and achieve goals and reflect facts. In a
museum workplace, fiscal duties should be based on sound financial practices
and honest realities rather than manipulated wishful thinking or wacky
accounting caused by desperate times. Making up income projections simply
to present an attractive spreadsheet for a grant report, accreditation process,
or loan is foolish. Ignoring logical annual budgets drafted by staff and approved
by boards of trustees is unwise. I find that constant monitoring of and adherence
to an annual budget during the course of a year is reassuring and of the utmost
value, but this is only so if that budget and those procedures were wisely generated
at the start and prove to be sound and accurate in application.

The art of museum management is not quantifiable, yet when well applied
the results are obvious. It relies on being opportunistic, knowledgeable, intui-
tive, and creative while overcoming the challenges of limited resources. One
must be able to work well and in a productive and timely manner with a great
variety of people and personalities. Being able to understand and verbally
respond to whatever question or inquiry is presented to you, or that you
wish to explain, is a constant. Always, regardless of your position in a museum,
you need to lead with passion and conviction.

The longer a person is devoted to a particular museum, and the more expe-
rienced they are in and with it, generally the better their work. This can make
management processes if not easier at least clearer. It is what separates accom-
plished athletes from mediocre ones. The fact is no different for museum
workers. A highly refined grasp of reality and possibilities can be especially
helpful when one considers museum operational limits. But not always.
Sometimes a deep knowledge base can lead to managerial blinders that
block new ideas, cause an overly defensive mindset, or keep people from being
flexible when necessary.
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Management is about getting things done, keeping daily duties on track,
deflecting inappropriate operations, and avoiding regression. To do all this
with any meaning and intelligence requires agreeing and adhering to a clear
institutional purpose then setting goals and achieving outcomes. In museums
this can happen on an individual level, in committees, or as a result of outside
involvements (or interferences). Once everything is agreed upon and in place,
good management causes good results. Bad management causes the opposite.

Keeping daily operations on track usually means monitoring customary
needs and seeing that they are met, be they for the public, staff, collections,
buildings, or property. Obviously people with management authority are
essential to positive ongoing outcomes in this arena. Regression means falling
far short of reaching beneficial museum goals, or failing to have any at all, and
tolerating slipshod work.

When a museum’s leaders, and especially its board of trustees, let an insti-
tution slide precipitously the fault more often lies with bad management
than bad circumstances. I had to deal with a terrible financial mess at the
Morris Museum, Morristown, New Jersey, in 2008 when the Great Recession
hit. My goal as director was to keep staff employed and not let funding
reductions appreciably change operations as far as public perceptions and
use were concerned. Success was apparent as employees stayed, programs
continued, and visitors had no inkling that I had reduced the institution’s
budget by nearly a $1 million. Yes, furlough weeks were imposed and we
closed two days a week, salaries were reduced, the board spent-down unre-
stricted endowments, and certain maintenance projects were put on hold.
But, we continued to present exhibitions, enhance the collections, attract
school groups (bolstered by a new major grant endowing this activity for
underserved participants), and offer our regular array of customary programs.
The museum sustained a vigorous agenda, attended to daily operations, and
avoided regressions. Confirmation of how responsible the approach was
came in the form of the museum being reaccredited by the American Alliance
of Museums not long after I retired.

Often the most valuable lessons I have learned about management came
from bosses who took the time to explain how and why they made decisions,
assessed situations, gauged opportunities, and otherwise plied their craft.
Hardly a day goes by that I don't recall the actions and advice of Paul Rivard,
who was the director of the Maine State Museum during the five years I was
the assistant director, or Joe Noble, director of the Museum of the City of New
York, and Barry Baragwanath, senior curator, when I was a fledgling curator
there. I strongly encourage those in museum supervisory positions to share
management tips with people who report to them regarding what they do as
head honchos. It is exceptionally valuable information not found in any book.
Moreover, please write about your skills — that would be enormously helpful
for those pursuing leadership positions in museums.
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When contemplating museums and museum work, management skills and
abilities might not spring to mind as an obvious career necessity. Outsiders may
still think of these institutions as fusty places of collegiality inhabited by like-
minded scholars and learned personages all working respectfully to achieve
mutually agreed upon, informed outcomes on behalf of and for the public at
large. There is an ivory tower quality to museums that suggests a removal from
mainstream life. This is caused by two museum characteristics: the precious
informational content they seek, hold, and generate and their architecture.

Museums are places of arcane academic pursuits that can baffle the ordinary
person. In spite of the leftover rhetoric of the 1960s calling for museums to be
relevant and more accessible to all people, the self-declared hallowed nature of
these institutions makes them odd citadels attended to by those in the know
purportedly for those not in the know. The general public may accept why this
state of affairs exists, but such a retardataire noblesse oblige approach to cul-
tural enlightenment is not lost on them. It may be one reason why museums
can be seen as peripheral to mainstream social intercourse. On the surface this
circumstance might have little meaning, but it plays out when museums seek
or have long been given what I call political money. These are funds supplied
by governments, be they local, regional, or national, to museums for operations
or special projects. When economies turn sour, such funding is considered
nonessential and lost. It is very hard to regain.

The buildings museums either design for themselves or move into exude an
aloof status. Because of requirements to be secure repositories of cultural mate-
rials, while assuming accustomed roles as temples to/of/for/about various politi-
cal, cultural, or civic polemics, museums have never lost their emotional and
physical stature as realms apart from or placed above (often literally) day to-day-
life, especially when we consider most building types we normally interact with.

The idea that there is a central, strong, and ongoing role for management in
the practice of research, study, learning, communing, and being a temple to the
gods of art, science, and history is hardly a peculiar notion. Every human
endeavor requires management of some sort, and museums are no exception.
In their cases, management, however one wishes to define it, deals with objects
and information, people, communication, planning, projects, spaces, ideas and
opportunities, schedules, problems, resources, reputations, change, exhibitions,
budgets, potential, and time. I will briefly comment on each of these elements
of the craft of museum management.

Objects and Information

Generally speaking, the most important objects museums exist for are their
collections. As conduits for learning these constitute the mute vocabulary
through which information is sought and provided. There is a swirling and
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concomitant exchange of inquiry, investigation, and revelation that occurs
when physical evidence is the basis for communicating concepts, stories,
meanings, and so on. Essential museum management precepts wrestle with the
sometimes inexplicable mysteries physical evidence holds in our lives, be those
mysteries about human or natural realms. The role of the museum is thus one
of conjurer, explicator, and decipherer. In accepting this expository notion,
those of us in the museum world must figure out how to implement it for
public good. We do this through the deft management of information that is
imbedded in and thoughtfully extracted from the objects that constitute an
institution’s DNA.

As noted elsewhere in this book, objects in the service of information can play
one of two roles: proof or props. As proof, objects provide evidence that dino-
saurs really existed or van Gogh was a painter of impact or steam engines did
indeed once power the industrial world. To be most effective, objects used as
proof must be original to whatever is being proved. Reproductions of dinosaur
skeletons, van Gogh paintings, or steam engines can have their didactic exhibi-
tion and teaching uses but they do not hold the same intrinsic veracity to connect
people with aspects of science, art, and history as the “real thing” does. This is
why we don’t see mainstream museum exhibitions of the “Reproductions of the
Treasures of King Tut,” “Fake Moon Rocks,” or “Pretend Civil War Armaments”
It is also why museums generally avoid accessioning into permanent collections
copies, reproductions, or fakes. There are exceptions to this practice but for very
good reason. A copy of a Michelangelo drawing by a famous twentieth-century
artist is valued not because it represents the work of a monumental Renaissance
artist but because it represents the work of a renowned twentieth-century artist.

Information in the service of objects is usually defined as research, but that
can and should be expanded to include cataloging, publishing, interpretation,
and duties of an archival nature. Deciding how vital information collection and
retention is, and at what level or depth it should be pursued, is very much a
management decision. As places that purport to know things and know about
things, museums are expected to be experts on what they own and exhibit
(which is not always the same, by the way). After all, isn’t that why they put on
exhibitions and have collections? The best museums therefore welcome their
role as informational repositories while also recognizing that such knowledge
does not come easily, quickly, or inexpensively. Indeed, knowing as much as
possible about collections is an ongoing and all-consuming responsibility that
involves staff as well as experts outside an institution.

Accumulating information about museum objects can be a painstaking,
slow, difficult, conscientious, and even serendipitous process. Actually, the
word “process” is probably incorrect because it suggests a certain logic and
continuity whereas information gathering on a collection can take decades
and be subject to changing staff specialties, budgets, institutional directives,
and such outside influences as politics, natural disasters, the economy, taste,
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and academic whim. Suffice to say, whatever is learned about museum collec-
tions needs to be retained and reexamined over time. This includes the collec-
tions themselves. Assessing the informational value, capability, and potential of
collections with some regularity is vital for a museum. Management is central
to insisting upon and making this happen.

When it comes to collections, new perspectives are constantly arising and
different ways of thinking about them must be considered. These unfolding
inquiries and discoveries have to be recognized when a museum decides to
deaccession something. Every time this happens there is the risk of losing an
object for which informational devotions have been predicated. Retaining
information about a jettisoned object, or retaining an object for which there is
no information, causes collection opportunities or frustrations. How information
creation is pursued is a management responsibility.

Exercising quality control over information held by a museum is also a
management duty. How good is a museum’s knowledge of its collections? Large
museums with long-standing curatorial staff tend to have a strong knowledge
base insofar as most of its collections are concerned. And the same can be said
of smaller museums, especially if they have specialty collections. When, as
executive director of the Morris Museum, Morristown, New Jersey, I acquired
the Murtough D. Guinness collection of mechanical musical instruments and
automata, we were able to hire as its conservator one of two highly knowledge-
able brothers who literally grew up with it and knew both the collection and
the subjects represented.

To be sure, given the breadth, depth, and huge panoply of things museums
acquire, information about them will often depend on staff specialties. This
changes as staff do. For instance, for several decades a large Midwest historical
society had a terrific curator for its terrific costume collection. A director of
negligible collection awareness had little appreciation for the curator. Because
the curator was somewhat lax in keeping attendance records and adhering to
daily punctuality habits, he was let go. This meant that the society lost an
extraordinary intellectual asset and the collection became less content accessible.
It was a foolish management decision.

Naturally, not all great curators, museum historians, or other information
people will be around forever at a particular museum. People might assume the
information these employees hold can simply be transferred to a convenient
electronic or hardcopy database. It can't, at least not in any comprehensive
manner. What gives these individuals the value they hold is their familiarity
with a specific collection, its context in the larger scheme of collections, how it
reflects or doesn’t particular relevant topics, and what is missing from it. They
also know, or are familiar with, how a particular collection came to exist, what
is in it, and, of equal importance, what is not in it.

A personnel management approach to museum information retention of
which I am a fan is gradual apprenticeships when replacing and replenishing
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collection staff. Outgoing and incoming curators who overlap by years can
support continuity and the carrying-on of content. Given the increasingly itin-
erate nature of museum employees (myself included), this idea is endangered.
How to manage the long-term positive impact of an ever-shifting population of
museum employees is a challenge to say the least.

People

The cliché that people are a company’s most important asset is no cliché, espe-
cially at museums. The success, failure, or, ennui of a museum is the result of
the quality, devotion, creativity, and energy of its staff. Obviously, when talking
about management in a museum context, managing people is a top priority.
The layers are often complex and untidy. How do you manage people you
report to, those who report to you, those over whom you have no influence,
and those you deal with only on occasion or just once? Who manages whom?

To say the least, one encounters an interesting array of personalities in
museum work. The unusual intellectual involvements and practical require-
ments of museums bring together diverse perspectives. Museum jobs call for
a sometimes peculiar mix of employees. During the course of a day I may
encounter colleagues responsible for maintenance or marketing, security or
sales, fundraising or photography, curation or customer service. Their personal
and professional backgrounds will be as different as their positions. From a
managerial perspective it is imperative to understand and appreciate the nature
of various personnel responsibilities and how they can be collaborative or
contradictory, and occasionally, confrontational.

Presently, perhaps the best structured way to decipher the psychological
world of museum employees is through the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator
tests. A more practical approach might be to borrow the one I learned from
Paul Rivard when he was director and I was assistant director of the Maine
State Museum. Paul wisely observed that museum employee profiles can be
bundled into various disciplines as well as personality types. We were not
managing a homogenous staff of like-minded museum-centric employees
but people with allegiances to various specialties. Those specialties included
archaeology, graphic design, photography, architecture, visitor services, his-
tory, conservation, retail sales, collection management, the natural sciences,
carpentry, and accounting. It was our job as managers to facilitate the pro-
ductive and timely blend of these interests on a daily and long-term basis.
For the most part this was not difficult, and has not been in my experience.
One reason is actually staff differentiations themselves. At the Maine State
Museum the architect was not interested in being a collection manager.
The conservator did not become involved in retail sales. And the carpenters
did not want to be accountants. I learned early on that recognizing and
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equitably supporting the various staff in their specialties was essential to
nurturing an atmosphere of respect, camaraderie, and progress.

On the flip side, I also learned that people who work with others for a long
time understand their co-workers and how to deal with them to preserve their
own jobs and perks. This personnel dynamic can lead to team accommoda-
tions that may not embrace a 24/7 gung ho spirit but it can mean smooth
operations, for the most part. However, it can also lead to toleration of peer
counterproductive work peculiarities or deficiencies. From a managerial per-
spective this tolerance can hamper corrective change as whoever is the boss
might not have full or even partial support from staff. However, if a recalci-
trant, obstreperous, or incompetent staff member is allowed by management
to stay on the job, other employees, as well as being annoyed, will wonder
what the heck is wrong with the higher-ups who are supposed to be in charge.
(If the person in charge, such as a museum director, is the problem, the target
of incredulity must be the trustees.)

Discussing the issues of dealing with problem employees brings up the tru-
ism that as a boss you should never assume you are everyone’s friend at work,
even if you are. In fact, friendships can make for awkward situations on the job.
Sexual dalliances or love affairs can cause particularly explosive and pernicious
employment repercussions not to mention awkward interpersonnel situations.
Managers must manage professionally not personally.

The scope and extent of people management in museums obviously depends
on one’s job. Some staff, such as entry-level employees or those with specific
assignments involving a craft or trade, may have few management encounters
or responsibilities. Others, obviously those in supervisory positions, will be
more consumed with management duties. As an entry-level assistant to a
curator, I initially worked with few people. When my positions expanded and
advanced, that changed.

In becoming a boss I took to heart good advice I had received from good
bosses, and I was mindful not to act like bad bosses I had encountered or heard
about. In addition to having a competence in one’s field, supervisory sensitivity
is an essential element of positive personnel management expertise. I have
observed that most museum employees are reasonably competent people try-
ing to accomplish a job, sometimes under challenging circumstances. Just ask
them. There is never enough funding, even at the richest museums. Space is
always at a premium, competition for resources within an organization can be
annoying, scheduling is a challenge, and collections require never-ending
attention. With a few exceptions I have thoroughly enjoyed interacting with the
people I have worked with during my career. In spite of changing jobs and
locales I have managed to keep in touch with many. The good ones who have
died over the years remain fondly in my career memory bank.

Though I hate the idea of bosses having a particular “management style” there
really is such a thing. As with others, mine is based on personality, training, and
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experience in the workplace, both as an employee and an observer. I might call it
managing by being nice. Nice is not a word that suggests a decisive person of
outgoing strength, verve, substance, strong opinions, and vociferous intellectual
stature. The saying “Nice guys finish last” comes to mind. “Nice” is usually asso-
ciated with pleasant individuals one enjoys being around because they are not
abrasive, obnoxious, and demanding. This is a simplistic stereotype and one
with which I would beg to differ. My experience has shown that a leader can be
both nice and effective. The accomplishments I might lay claim to in my career
happened because I have been nice to people. Managers may by nature be loners
but little is accomplished alone in museums as you have to rely on others.

By the way, being managerially nice to people does not mean you have to like
everyone. On the contrary, nice can be a wonderful way of controlling feelings
of anger, frustration, and negativity that interfere with interpersonal engage-
ment and productivity. For me, nice involves being polite, mannerly, and
respectful without being a pushover or ignoring expectations. I have high
expectations for myself, and I have similar goals for museums, especially those
in which I work. I also have a tendency to anger quickly when terribly frus-
trated or pushed to the wall. This always catches people off-guard, including
me. Anger is not a good management tool but sometimes it happens.

I like to empower staff to do their jobs to the best of their abilities over time.
Managerially this means delegating a lot of authority and not meddling in a
person’s work. It also requires monitoring, if from a distance sometimes. My
problem in this regard is that I may provide lax monitoring, and when some
people are left to their own devices, poor outcomes can accrue. I have had to
learn to be clear about my expectations, and this requires constant self-discipline
and open communication, not to mention follow-up.

Staffing a museum means seeking and nurturing people of diverse back-
grounds and interests whose talents, capabilities, and experience will sustain
and advance education programs, collection development, exhibitions, main-
tenance, security, fundraising, accounting, and administration. However,
regardless of individual disciplines, it is absolutely essential that employees be
able to work together in a productive manner. I include that desire in job
descriptions. Certainly conflicts can and will erupt, but the fewer the better.
When they do, management is required immediately, even if that means being
willing to let a situation work itself out without supervisory involvement.

When I began my career shift from curation to management, I had difficulty
moving from the role of specialist to that of generalist. No longer was I the
go-to person for information about and access to particular collections and
subjects. Instead of being the final authority on a topic, I was the person
approached at the beginning of an inquiry or discussion process. Often my
job was to simply point people in a particular direction or give permission
for something to proceed. Fortunately, because I had an extensive museum
background, from the ground up, I could weigh situations quickly and with
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some feeling of competence. This was helpful but it did not make me an archae-
ologist, graphic designer, photographer, architect, historian, conservator, retail
sales associate, collection manager, natural scientist, carpenter, or account-
ant — all disciplines represented in the museum where I became exclusively a
manager. That job made me a manager. It was a tough learning process.

Being a manager does not mean having an expertise in all the areas for which
you are managerially responsible. What it requires is an ability to contemplate,
judge, deliberate, and evaluate to make and prioritize decisions and actions to
sustain desirable consistencies and accomplish new things — without, it is
hoped, a whole lot of messing around. Often, this means relying on instinct
and experience as well as knowledge and facts. Good managers have good
intuitions about people, situations, and subjects. I have learned to look to the
opinions of those members of staff who have shown a talent for this.

While quantifying activities, programs, goals, and agendas is required in
today’s museum world, especially when dealing with boards of trustees and
funders, some of the greatest achievements grow out of non-metrics-based
decisions. Pie-in-the-sky visionaries are the leaders who propel museums into
existence, greatness, or both. When I think of the late Marsha Tucker, founder
of the New Museum in New York City, I do not remember an accounting
fussbudget immersed in logically calculated voluminous business plans and
spreadsheet arguments promulgated to inspire and foster her dream. My expe-
rience with Marsha was of quite the opposite kind of person. Her “management
style” was totally people- and art-focused. She achieved things with the
management tools of conviction and enthusiasm.

Knowing why someone is in the museum field (however he or she wishes to
define that) is revealing. Motivations are important to me, and I never want
employees who see their jobs as just that. Everyone working in museums,
regardless of position, should see it as a calling. Of course, this is a terribly
naive desire, yet hope springs eternal. After all, I work because I have to. I do
museum work because I want to. Alas there are people, museum directors in
particular, who are in museums for other reasons, such as prestige, stature,
money, and power. These sorts are manipulative, selfish, diabolical, and often
not very competent. What they lack in ability, they more than make up for in
cunning, and they know it. For the most part, though, I encounter people who
have a personal dedication to and love for what they do that is individually
rewarding on behalf of the rest of us.

The lion’s share of people management in museums involves employees.
How this unfolds depends on a range of variables, but savvy psychological
awareness on the job makes for generally satisfactory short- and long-term
relationships and outcomes. This calls for managing to bring out the best in
people while discouraging the worst. I believe in playing to peoples’ strengths
rather than concentrating on their weaknesses. Actually, I tend to avoid the
word “weakness” as it can be misinterpreted. By concentrating on strengths,
weaknesses can be minimized, lost, or made immaterial.
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A modestly sized museum I once directed had two full-time maintenance
employees. One was well-spoken and well-educated with a BA in a field relevant
to the museum. He was excellent with staff of all backgrounds but preferred to
avoid dealing with large machines, mechanical projects, or heavy equipment.
The other maintenance person was less academically educated and a bit rough
around the edges. He could do without the formal social situations encountered
at special events in museums. He loved machinery and enjoyed working on his
own to make and repair things and address all sorts of mechanical issues. Both
employees were diligent and productive and they got along well together. After
encountering problems with assignments given to the two that clearly did not
suit their capabilities, I learned how to deploy these gentlemen in appropriate
ways. The college graduate was the man to work directly with volunteer groups
and the diverse staff usually found in museums. The other fellow was perfect for
cutting down trees, fixing vehicles, repairing boilers, and dealing with the cli-
mate control systems. This blend of strengths offset weaknesses, and they were
an ideally complementary team. I did not spend a whole lot of time trying to
change their character or note deficiencies in performance reviews. In fact, for
the most part I avoid performance reviews as I find them insulting, subjective,
irrelevant, and inconsequential. Every day should be a performance review.

I must note that ignoring salient staff weaknesses can sometimes be unwise.
If an employee is clearly not suited to his or her job, that is an issue requiring
immediate corrective action. Some managers put off dealing with major prob-
lems, or even minor ones, but that escapist lethargy simply delays the inevita-
ble and only increases workplace rancor, productivity difficulties, and a feeling
on the part of competent staff that whoever is supposed to be in charge is not.
I could list a few examples of where my personnel management skills found-
ered after I made a wrong hiring decision or mishandled an employee situa-
tion. Simply put, though I believe museums are about objects in the service of
people, managing them is about people.

Because museums are something of a group effort, people in charge need to be
cognizant of opinions held by others regarding particular staff. Sometimes those
opinions have merit and sometimes they do not. In either case it needs to be
understood that unless a director or supervisor makes, or is constantly making,
bad decisions when it comes to employees and their management, people in
authority need to be supported and their decisions not interfered with, especially
by trustees. I had a situation once in which the board’s support for a terrible
employee was irrational to the point of creating a completely bogus and inap-
propriate job for the person against my strong advice. Try as I might, I was
managerially unable to avoid the catastrophes that predictably ensued.

In addition to staff, there are other groups of people involved in museum
management. Trustees and volunteers are two such and warrant a chapter each
in this book. (I recognize that while both are volunteers in museums their main
duties are usually quite separate.) Managing these folks ranges from easy to
impossible. Naturally, the reality depends on the personalities of individuals,
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the nature of a particular museum, and how everyone defines volunteer roles
and expectations, not to mention how management is defined and accepted.

In the case of contractors or consultants, strict management is absolutely
essential because there are so many possibilities for things to go haywire.
Contractual relationships can be one-time projects or long-term associations.
The latter may require less forceful and constant management than the
former but not always. The areas of concern with contractual and consulting
relationships are obvious. What are the qualifications of the person being
hired by the museum? How well do they work with people and how well will
or can they work with museum staff? What security concerns need to be
addressed, especially if a contractor is in close proximity to collections? Who
will monitor contractors and consultants for a museum, and are they trained
and able to do so? What recourse do you have if contractors or consultants
fail at their hired tasks?

A museum I directed once had a contract with a vending machine company.
As we did not have a food service, three snack and coffee machines sufficed to
provide limited refreshments for visitors. After several years of a satisfactory
business relationship, the company stopped paying the museum for the food
sales, as was required in our contract. This went on for many months. There
were repeated calls to the company. Eventually they would hang up on our
chief financial officer, and then on me when I became involved. During this
time the machines continued to be serviced and money removed by techni-
cians who came weekly to perform these tasks. I lost patience and asked our
maintenance crew to put the machines in storage on the premises but not tell
me where. We then awaited the arrival of the technician the next week and a
presumed call of alarm from management. The technician arrived and imme-
diately contacted his supervisor. We never received a call about the machines
and we never contacted the company. A few years later, when we were starting
a major expansion and renovation project, we tossed them in a dumpster,
after extricating what money was in them.

The vending machine incident is an amusing illustration of a simple contractual
arrangement gone awry. I like the story and my response. Fortunately this kind
of foolishness is not the rule. Most of the time, especially when expectations are
made clear from the start, relationships with contractors and consultants work
out well. I am extremely loyal to good ones. Museums can rarely do all they
accomplish with existing staff or volunteers. For instance, I have often used
freelance operatives to help install exhibitions. These are mostly artists. They
usually have excellent manual skills and a keen eye for exhibition appearances.

Skilled managers are always on the alert for consultants, contractors, and
independent specialists who can meet specific needs with quality work accom-
plished in a timely, cost-effective, responsible, and pleasant manner. Given the
fluid nature of life these days, businesses and individuals can come and go
without warning. Add to this the changing needs of museums, and having a
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good database of names and contacts is an essential management tool. In addi-
tion to keeping individual tabs on who can help a museum, rely on references
from colleagues and keep aware of vendors who advertise in museum profes-
sion periodicals and have displays at annual meetings. Fortunately the museum
field is still small enough for references and recommendations from other
professionals to be trustworthy.

As with every other human endeavor, from any management perspective we
need to understand the phenomenon of the ego in museum environments.
Sometimes the best and the worst things arise simply because of collaborative
or colliding egos. Good managers recognize this and proceed accordingly to
get things done. Be willing to accept an unusual aspect of a person’s ego if it is
not causing an uproar on the job. But be warned, in my experience the only
time this approach backfires is when a trustee does not share your stance.
There have been situations in which an employee whom I thought was just fine
for a particular job was not regarded in the same light by a board member.
Conversely, I had a situation once where an employee was completely wrong
for a job and in fact was poisonous for the museum. Sadly the person was
adored by the most powerful museum trustee. Needless to say, these two
scenarios resulted in unsatisfactory management situations.

Some people have egos that need to be constantly stroked, appeased, sup-
ported, and dealt with. Ego seems to be absent in others. On the job, and in
larger museums, personnel reality covers the range. Managers I like are aware
of staff feelings, needs, and emotions and work to keep them on track. Managers
I don't like are insensitive to these things and cause constant upset. How awful
is it when disrespectful, nasty, and selfish managers succeed in museums? But,
be on the lookout for managers who are everyone’s best friend, confidante, and
drinking buddy. This creates an atmosphere of malaise and weak or wacky
performance as employees soon learn how to manipulate the boss for their
own benefit and job security.

The down side of ego management in museums usually surfaces when a
staff member thinks she or he is not being respected. This reflects our need
for fairness. More than salary or accolades or favors or perks, people want
fairness. Are we being treated equitably, and if not, why? One of the most
important jobs of being a manager is striving to bring balance, or at least the
perception thereof, to a work day. In museums this often plays out in alloca-
tions of resources, including space; recognition of personal authority; and
salary. Museum employees covet space. If someone, for no good reason,
appears to have more and/or better space than someone else it can cause dif-
ficulties. Similarly, if one person’s area of authority is infringed on by someone
else friction can result. Salaries, at least in the private museum sector, are
usually highly confidential, yet somehow everyone knows everyone’s, or
they think they do. To further aggravate this, the top management salaries
tend to be public information as they are listed in public tax records.
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The discrepancies between the salaries of the upper management of a museum
and those of the rest of the workforce are often shocking.

As a subject, hiring is something that requires deep understanding regard-
less of what industry or field a person is in. It is the frontline of personnel
development. Museums are no exceptions. I have been responsible for hiring
many people over the years, and for the most part, the results have been posi-
tive. Anyone in such a position will be lying if he or she says they have always
had success. We all make mistakes. Corrective action is not pleasant but it is
another management job not to be shirked.

When it comes to hiring I have several recommendations that have served me
well. Regardless of the job to be filled, regular and honest communication with
applicants is important. There will be more applicants for a job opening than
can be employed. Thus one person will be happy and several may be disap-
pointed. You want those who did not get the job to go away feeling they were
dealt with fairly. Hiring is as much a public relations venture as a personnel
matter. As you seek to find the best candidate for a job, you want everyone to say
how well they were treated and how much they admire the museum. After all,
you never know where these people will end up in our field or what positions
might open in the future at your museum for which they would be qualified.

How to assure, one hopes, a reasonable hiring experience for job applicants
is set by top management but it must be followed throughout an organization.
To begin with, knowing exactly what the position is that must be filled is criti-
cal. This means drafting job descriptions that are accurate, encompassing and
not full of phrases like “and other tasks as assigned” Having a clear line for
reporting and accountability is also critical. No one likes wondering who his or
her boss is at a given time.

An essential part of any hiring process is requesting references and talking
with those who provide them. Candidates are asked to supply references. Three
is the customary number. Obviously candidates will list people who will com-
pliment them. Listen closely to what is said and rarely accept written refer-
ences. I almost never give generic ones myself. Who knows where they will end
up? Presumably an applicant has alerted those who are willing to provide refer-
ences to their role. In asking questions of previous supervisors one of the
favorites is “Would you hire this person again?” Depending on the position
being filled you may confidentially seek information about a candidate through
informal channels, though your ability to do so will depend on the job and the
community to which the museum belongs. If you are looking for a curator or
collection manager, you might be able to call a few friends for comments. If you
are in a small town where everyone knows everyone and a candidate is local,
you might discretely ask key members of the community. As director of the
Bennington Museum, when we were looking to fill a position that was largely
being applied for by people from the area, I would ask our bookkeeper’s opin-
ion. She was a proud native. I could tell immediately by her face whether the
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candidate was worth pursuing. Caution is suggested when it comes to formal
references as they can be disappointing. I once hired a person to work with
collections who had references from two impeccable sources. It turned out
one, whom I knew, was the candidate’s married (to someone else) lover and the
other was fearful of retribution if they provided a poor reference. Try as we
might, as a manger responsible for hiring, you will make a few mistakes.

I like to hire from within if I think there are qualified candidates. When that
is not the case, I inquire amongst peers and colleagues about potential candi-
dates. When, or if, that proves unsuccessful, the customary route of advertising
a job in various professional vehicles ensues, all are online. I generally prefer
ones that specialize in museum jobs but I am ready to consider others, especially
for positions in security, maintenance, and finance.

Managing people requires ceaseless vigilance about sustaining, changing,
and adjusting positions, as well as planning for employee succession. Deciding
what positions a museum can have and who should fill them is a constant
subject for managers to act upon. Always consider the wisdom of having such-
and-such a job while being prepared for staff changes, whether they are
voluntary or otherwise. It is hard to find good museum employees and it can
be equally hard to keep them.

Communications

Keeping everyone at a museum informed about what is happening in the place
is critical to productive operations and staff morale. The difficulty is knowing
how, when, where, and why to do so and managing the process. The commit-
ment to communications should start at the director level. I have reported to
directors who were either excellent in this regard or terrible. I suffer, variously,
from both afflictions. Keeping people informed in a truthful and regular manner
is important. It is accomplished in several ways, all of them obvious, including
meetings, printed materials, one-on-one conversations, telephone calls, and
the gamut of IT options such as e-mails, Twitter, and Facebook.

Deciding what needs to be communicated, how, to whom, and by whom is
critical to successful information sharing. Deliberations surrounding these
considerations are constant. Yet sometimes it doesn’t matter. Does everyone
need to know what brand of hammer a maintenance person uses or how many
reams of paper a copy machine requires for a month or when a utility bill is
due? No. But staff do need to know the museum’s holiday closing schedule,
what employee benefits are available, when rental events are taking place,
and what departments or offices exist to do what. Once a common-base of
communication requirements is agreed upon, the next question is how to
disseminate information. There are formal and informal methods. The formal
ones rely on printed, IT, and face-to-face encounters of some sort, mostly
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meetings. Informal communication happens at coffee stations, in parking lots
and staff lunchrooms, during unplanned encounters and through informal
IT contact. Whatever communication options exist, I encourage participation
by those in supervisory positions — sometimes. Depending on the size of a
museum and the personality of its bosses, their presence or absence can
drastically change the character of a gathering.

However communication practices are followed at a museum, please maintain
a polite and respectful tone, regardless of the issue or persons involved. In an age
when lawsuits are bandied about willy-nilly, offense is taken at the slightest provo-
cation, and incorrect information spreads like wildfire, it is essential to be accu-
rate, timely, and considerate with information content and distribution. Museums
are no different from any other workplace in this regard, but I want to be espe-
cially cautious in these institutions because they have a public dimension that can
result in egregious misinterpretations, especially if the media is involved.

The communication onus primarily falls on managers. This is another reason
why I like walking around a lot and on some regular basis in a museum where I
work. It is easier to interact with staff, volunteers, and the public, and I am
always learning. In turn, I can use the information I have gained from them in
my communication with individuals and groups. I must add that confidentiality
in communicating is essential if such informational endeavors are to be effec-
tive. Staff will not confide in a person if they think that individual is dishonest,
cannot keep confidences, or respect opinions and perspectives. Information
that might reflect poorly on other staff needs to be dealt with carefully. Should
someone bring something to my attention regarding a particular employee
I will investigate, but with care, caution, and confidentiality.

As a director it is essential to understand that managing how trustees are
communicated with is as essential as managing internal employee communica-
tions. This is accomplished in previously mentioned ways. Whether informa-
tion exchanges take place with or for trustees or staff, one has to be careful of
end-runs, people circumventing established communication processes and
protocols for self-gain. Most of the time museum personnel are collegial and
even convivial!

Planning

If you don’t know where you're going, you might not get there.
Yogi Berra, 2001

A day on the job at any museum is full of predictable and repeatable
assignments. These are the routine things that occupy the admission desk,
housekeeping staff, and bookkeepers especially. The value and importance
of day-to-day necessary functions is not to be dismissed or diminished.
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On the contrary, daily chores must be maintained and carried out continually
and as best as they can. A poorly run admissions area, dirty restroom, or jumbled
financial accounts will have all sorts of negative repercussions in the short and
long term. Good managers understand this and attend to it. However, such
diligence should not be at the expense of thinking about the future, planning
accordingly, and regularly implementing an appropriate agenda of projects to
improve and enhance ways for a museum to accomplish its goals. Or, when
times are tough (all museums go through such times), good managers strive to
keep an institution afloat with calculated reactions to unwanted, unpleasant,
unplanned developments.

From a management perspective it is hard for me to overemphasize the
importance of planning in museums. Sustaining the status quo is essential and
no small challenge, but simply assuring business as usual leads to institutional
malaise and worse, regression. Museums must be constantly moving but not
just running in place.

Planning is deciding what you want to have happen next, when, how, where,
and why. It needs to be built upon logic, reasoned experience, and dreams.
Good planning reflects good sense. Bad planning reflects the opposite. Oddly
enough it is probably beneficial that museums are accustomed to living on
limited budgets most of the time. This fiscal reality should cause them to be
watchful and not wasteful when planning.

Be savvy about the outcomes of costly undertakings in particular. The easiest
examples to cite in this regard are evident in new construction projects. These
require robust fundraising on the part of trustees. Most museums calculate a
sufficient endowment increase as part of their capital campaign plans to cover
the additional operating cost of a larger building. Some museums fail miserably
in this regard and the consequences are burdensome.

On the surface the concept that a museum should always be looking ahead
and often towards change might seem to contradict the sense of stasis they
exude. Few established entities in our society suggest contented repose more
than museums. This is because they have the audacity to think they will be
around forever. The longevity hubris infuses collection considerations, exhibitions,
buildings, and, yes, planning.

People tend to think museums are mired in the past and always looking back.
This is not the case for museum workers, at least for people in management
and leadership positions. It is hard for me to imagine places that assume more
distantly forward-looking assumptions. While the subjects and collections
many museums devote themselves to may be about history, art, scientific evi-
dence and so forth of times gone by, it is the future that occupies a constant
part of a museum staff’s every waking hour. That future could be a few days
away, a few decades away, or “to infinity and beyond.”

We in the museum field today are temporary stewards of legacies placed
in our hands to keep and improve not just for the living but also for those
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who come after us. Presumably we not only recognize and happily accept this
assignment but plan to leave things better than when we arrived on the scene.
And rightly so. After all, as previously mentioned, museums are supposed to
be around for the long haul — the very long haul. This preposterous but hopeful,
or hope-filled, goal is what drives museum planning. To survive the present
and be a presence in the future, museums must ceaselessly think ahead when
it comes to mission, collection, programs, audiences, operations, place, and
resource development and allocation.

Over the past few decades, the value of museum planning has become a gen-
erally accepted institutional governance assignment. It is now outlined in offi-
cial manifests with titles such as long-range projections or strategic plans or
vision documents. These have become so important that evidence of them
is required when being accredited by the American Alliance of Museums.
Of course, one wonders what real effect and impact these documents actually
have after boards of trustees and staff have written and officially approved
them. I know a museum that wrote one just to achieve accreditation and com-
pletely ignored the plan afterwards. However, and in the interest of avoiding
cynicism, even the exercise of planning has value. But, implementing goals and
objectives laid out in planning documents is the desired outcome of their crea-
tion, and for the most part museums do proceed with trying to adhere to them.
It takes rigor and discipline to stick with a plan, jettison unworkable parts,
and avoid unwarranted distractions as it unfolds. Having a board committee or
subcommittee devoted to regularly reviewing and monitoring a strategic or
long-range plan is important.

In addition to the planning documents developed and sanctioned by the
board, there are the personal and shared museum plans that good museum
staff are always thinking of ahead of time and realizing whenever possible,
appropriate, and feasible. Curators are contemplating coveted acquisitions,
research projects, and exhibitions. Educators want to improve good programes,
end useless ones, and create new offerings. Development staff constantly seek
more fundraising opportunities. Collection managers are looking forward to
improved cataloging technologies and storage facilities. Maintenance employees
lay out agendas for infrastructure upgrades. The list goes on. If this sort of
ruminating is absent at a museum it is a stalled institution.

Projects

Management on a big scale is caused by ideas that become reality through
projects. Now, what constitutes a project? That depends. Some small chores
can become projects. I am talking about larger endeavors that are planned
and have a definable beginning, end, and budget of some magnitude. A good
manager will understand the suitability of potential projects and make them
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happen usually. In museums, projects tend to be about collections, programs,
and buildings. Collection projects can embrace exhibitions, storage, catalog-
ing, acquisitions, and, occasionally, deaccessioning. Program projects relate to
education work, research, personnel realignment, or upgrades (or, sadly, some-
times downgrades). Building programs are typically about new structures,
renovations, additions, relocations, and so on.

Selecting projects a museum should pursue requires considerable delibera-
tion and expertise. Successful outcomes result from good management. Projects
should not be done as spur-of-the-moment, catch-as-catch-can activi-
ties — unless they are responses to emergencies such as a human or natural dis-
aster might cause. The sort of projects I am referring to are those that meet a
desired and appropriate museum need of obvious consequence. Determining
what that is must rest with professional museum staff or sometimes consultants.
I am leery of trustees, volunteers, or the “community;,” randomly deciding these
things, much less acting upon them. Well thought-out projects that have obvi-
ous outcomes and applications are the result of logical (not to mention logisti-
cal) accountability for the immediate and foreseeable future. For instance,
putting wicker furniture from a museum collection on display because a nearby
garden supply store wants to promote the sale of its new wicker furniture will
take precious museum resources and raise eyebrows. But, presenting an exhibi-
tion of that same wicker furniture because it is a good, well-documented historic
collection that can be explained in a meaningful and interesting way is entirely
appropriate regardless of what actions a local garden supply store may take.

It is of immense importance to understand the genesis of a project. Those
forced on a museum by a trustee or other person or persons who could not care
less about the best interest of the organization and have a personal agenda can
be unrealistic, diversionary, or even disastrous. They are sometimes beneficial,
but rarely. We see examples of poor trustee project entanglements when boards
borrow large sums of money to pay for new museums, a collection acquisition,
expansions or renovations in the expectation that the loans can be paid off
through earned income rather than robust fundraising lead by philanthropi-
cally minded trustees who give and draw in significant financial donations.
The absolutely critical role of the trustee as hardheaded fiscal realist is obvious
when projects are fully paid for and well endowed with cash donations. This is
how museums in the United States have grown and prospered over the years.
It is to be encouraged!

Not all museum projects require significant financial support. Some, such as
minimally rearranging galleries and exhibitions, relocating a few collections, or
changing staff assignments and organizational structures, can often be done
with existing resources and budgets. I did this once at the Western Reserve
Historical Society in Cleveland when I was director of the museums there. At the
time the Society had an automobile collection numbering about 150 cars. Half
were made in Cleveland in the first couple of decades of the twentieth century.
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Because they were intermingled in two huge galleries amongst vehicles made
elsewhere, the point that Cleveland was, albeit briefly, the first car capital of the
United States was completely lost. The car museum was a two-story wing of the
museum complex. I moved (yes, I helped push and shove) all the non-Cleveland
cars to the lower level and kept all the Cleveland cars on the main level. This
simple rearrangement took time but cost little. Moreover, it set the course for a
future exhibition emphasis on local history in the larger context of United States’
and even global history. We were delighted at visitors’ responses when they toured
the first-floor display and marveled in surprise at all the cars made in Cleveland.

Whatever the goal of a project, it must be for the clear benefit of the museum
rather than meeting someone’s short-term whim or desire to enhance a per-
sonal professional agenda. I've seen more than a few exhibitions and accompa-
nying catalogs created because it was what a curator wanted rather than
because there was any anticipated or desired hope that the public might find
the result of interest. There are times I think we run museums for ourselves
alone. This is terrible management.

As often as it happens, I wonder about the wisdom of embarking on projects
simply for the sake of appearances, ego, or the need to look as if things are
happening. I suppose it is human nature. Again, I will use exhibitions as an
example, especially in small local museums. Because we think the public is
constantly clamoring to see what we have in storage, or a rearrangement of
what we already have on view, we struggle mightily to concoct a changing exhi-
bition schedule that is nominal at best and destructive at worst. Projects of this
nature can consume staff time, be poorly realized, cause institutional frustra-
tions, and they often see unnecessary employee turnover. To be sure, we in the
museum field have created this phenomenon. We want to bring our collections
to public attention, and the most obvious way for us to do that is through exhi-
bitions. Over time, that is how the public sees museums. And trustees, being
part of that public, can be forgiven for thinking that if the museum for which
they are responsible fails to pursue an active program of changing exhibitions
the staff is falling down on the job. It is now the prevailing belief that museums
exist only to stage exhibitions. This places a huge project burden on an institu-
tion. Regardless, it is absolutely essential to remember that the more advance
planning that takes place for an exhibition usually the better the project out-
come will be. At a minimum I have always wanted at least a three- to five-year
rolling exhibition schedule. I've never achieved it, but there is still time.

Spaces

Museums are space-dependent. The idea of the museum of the mind, imagina-
tion, Internet, is a cute intellectual conceit but just that. Museums are defined
by the spaces they occupy. There are galleries, restrooms, storage facilities,
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hallways, loading docks, offices, classrooms, auditoria, meeting rooms,
mechanical plants, gift shops, stairways, and so on. Space management is an
underrecognized but critical aspect of running a museum. Few people under-
stand this. During my career I think the two most common causes of staff
friction have consistently been about space usage and encroachments on
intellectual turf.

Museums are always tight for space. Even sprawling multi-building ones cov-
ering many acres, such as the Henry Ford Museum in Dearborn, Michigan, or
huge operations like the Metropolitan Museum of Art, struggle to accommo-
date multiple functions. Creating, designating, finding, retrofitting, allocating,
preparing, and using specific spaces for specific functions is an ongoing and
constant management challenge for museums. Given the expanded expecta-
tions for and assumptions about what museums do and why and how they do
it, dealing with space issues will not disappear, certainly not in the near future.
I have helped lead several museum expansion, renovation, and rearrangement
projects. I always find them exciting and rewarding, but they regularly
remind me of how little most people understand space usage in museums.
Architects are especially out to lunch in this regard.

There are two ways of analyzing how museums need and manage space.
The subject can be approached from the object’s point of view or the visitor’s.
Either way can lead you to a common destination. If starting from an object’s
perspective, how does it enter a museum, how is it cared for, and how is it made
available to the public are the first considerations. If starting from the visitor’s
perspective, public spaces are the first priority. Both approaches tend to end in
the same place: at the object on exhibition.

When considering the management of space in museums, I am talking about
how spaces are defined as well as how they are used. The list of defined spaces
was once shorter. Essentially there were collection storage areas, exhibit galler-
ies, and offices. Various ancillary rooms are now seen in floor plans for new
museums and these include classrooms, an auditorium, a café or restaurant, a
library, and a gift shop. Since the evolution of the museum as we know it now, the
number of space definitions and allocations has grown radically. An excellent
recent example of this can be seen in the new “support” building now meeting a
range of functions at the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum in Boston (Figure 2).

While the founder’s original vision for the museum caused the creation of its
Venetian palazzo on the fens in the city’s Back Bay area, the charming structure
did not include what we now customarily expect of museums. The new free-
standing building designed by Renzo Piano is located behind the original
museum. It hosts a restaurant, visitor service reception area, sales shop,
meeting rooms, galleries for changing exhibitions, offices, and a conservation
department. It is also the primary entrance to the museum with the space
necessary to accommodate groups of visitors. These functions were previously
shoehorned into the old building.
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Figure 2 Entrance to the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum, Boston, Massachusetts. Source:
Photograph by Steven Miller.

After decisions have been made about what sort of space a museum needs,
how much and where it will be, the management of its use ensues. Galleries
need to be actually and regularly allocated for exhibits. Collection storage must
hold collections only. (This was not the case with the Museum of the City of
New York’s party liquor supply, which was occasionally kept in the painting
storeroom in the 1970s. Every so often a bottle of bourbon would walk. Who
on earth would do such a thing?) Meeting spaces cannot simultaneously be a
place for people to gather and a place to temporarily park collections in flux.
Hallways especially attract unwise incursions. How often do we see them used
for temporary storage of collections, office furniture, or packing crates? Why
do classrooms receive this same treatment? And what about all the things that
end up on loading docks? Museums abhor a vacuum. If there is empty space,
any flat surface, something will fill it. Constant monitoring is required to avoid
poaching and the inadvertent or purposeful encroaching of uses for spaces set
aside for other allocations.

Office locations and arrangements are always amusing to observe at
museums. Older, larger, and more complex buildings tend to have offices scat-
tered in odd places. Museums with multiple buildings or properties, such as
Old Sturbridge Village in Massachusetts, Historic New England or Colonial
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Williamsburg, Virginia, will have people’s work spaces located all over the map,
literally. From a management perspective this can mean a lot of legwork, or
driving, to actually see and meet people where they conduct most of their busi-
ness. Fortunately, today’s easy and instant communication networks and sys-
tems have vastly improved the ability to know who is doing what and where
and when they’re doing it. I am uncertain about current organizational
thoughts on offices and their locations, but I like what the Parrish Art Museum
did in its new building in Water Mill, New York, on the eastern end of Long
Island. This very elongated structure clustered all its offices together in an
open floor plan at its center. Work stations and office spaces with glass doors
and walls keep everything and everybody viewable. And the two exterior
walls at either side of the area are floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the
landscaped property.

Urban museums seem to be especially restricted by space needs. The
Metropolitan Museum of Art has pretty much exhausted all major expansion
possibilities at its current site and configuration. It isn’t allowed to spread into
Central Park or grow much taller. It has done a masterful job of rearranging
existing spaces and will continue to do so, but there are only so many options.
The cramped circumstances helped propel the idea of occupying the Whitney
Museum of American Art a few blocks downtown when it moved to a new
location in the Chelsea neighborhood of Manhattan, also for space reasons.
The New Museum, in New York City, finally got its own building when it
erected one on the Bowery after functioning in several temporary locations.
I predict that museum growth based on space needs will not abate in the near
future. This, of course, brings up the subject of architects and museum
management.

I have led and managed two larger museum expansion and renovation pro-
jects and two smaller ones. I have studied and written about other museum
buildings as they were created, renovated, or both. I love such undertakings
but am convinced that for the most part architects do not understand what
museums do, or why or how they do it. This becomes especially apparent when
discussing space creation and use with them. Talk about a management chal-
lenge! Good architects listen. Poor ones don't. I've had to deal with both. One
of the best examples of an architectural space failure is the East Wing of the
National Gallery. It was designed by .M. Pei. A simple look at the floor plan
explains the problem. Galleries, which is what museums always claim they
want, are stuck in corners and given less authority than the huge grand atrium
consuming so much air. Make no mistake, there is a charm to the vast expanse,
but I am offended at what the museum — and public — did not get.

If you want to do something in one part of a museum, you have to think
about how that will affect other parts. Space usage has consequences and
repercussions throughout an institution. Change the application of one room
and another is altered. This is often most obvious when museums add wings,
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engage in substantial renovations, or relocate their main entrance. But, it can
also result from smaller and even minor adjustments in how parts of a building
are put to use. The Western Reserve Historical Society in Cleveland, Ohio,
offers a revealing example of what happens architecturally when the principal
entrance is moved. The museum is a chain of connected buildings that includes
two historic houses with their original entrances more or less intact and three
other “main” entrances put in place for visitors as the institution grew over
the years. In addition to its other many collections, the society therefore has a
collection of entry halls and lobbies, which makes for peculiar gallery encounters
as one visits.

The Western Reserve Historical Society is an almost exaggerated example of
a museum that when first built met its space objectives but has gradually mor-
phed into an odd and indecipherable architectural mélange. We see this in
many older purpose-built museums. As museums grow (they rarely shrink)
and alter their ways of operating, what might have once been a perfectly accept-
able floor plan and architectural look becomes outdated. This is especially true
when museum collections require different storage and exhibition conditions
and public expectations demand more and different amenities.

Museum expansions offer easy illustrations of how museums struggle to
manage new space needs while resolving how to use existing spaces. What
do you do with restrooms and an old coat-check area when the entrance to a
museum is now in a new wing far away from the original entrance that
needed these spaces? What happens when a gallery originally designed for
people to encounter first when they enter a museum is suddenly no longer
front and center after the museum expands and creates another entrance
elsewhere? Stairways can be especially peculiar spaces to deal with, as can
hallways or other transitional architectural areas. We are familiar with the
grand entry stairways found in old fashioned Beaux Arts style museums but
again, what do we do with these when the front door moves? The Museum of
Fine Arts, Boston, grappled with a nice but perhaps costly solution when it
built a new wing and entrance in 1981 designed by I.M. Pei and closed its
Beaux Arts 1909 entrance on Huntington Avenue. Some years later the
museum reopened that entrance, but that was at the cost of duplicating staff
and sales areas.

In thinking about museum space I recall Joe Noble’s periodic reference to a
mythical location called “elsewhere” when he was director of the Museum of
the City of New York. “Elsewhere” was where he told us to put things he wanted
removed from a particular place. Museums constantly play a game of musical
chairs in this regard. We never did find Joe’s “elsewhere,” but all museums
understand the reference.

Every museum I have worked in has had certain spaces that were being used
in ways that were not intended in the original design. At some point, or points,
the space arrangements and allocations were logical, appropriate, and even
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heralded. New additions and alterations were similarly considered logical,
appropriate, and heralded. Over time, space requirements change. There is no
absolute museum design.

Ideas and Opportunities

Museums are the perfect targets for big ideas. Their public prominence com-
bined with the people attracted to them and the subjects and objects they
address cause a regular flow of suggestions from all quarters. The promoters
of these recommendations are sure they are wonderful, need to be acted upon
immediately, and will catapult a museum to great heights of recognition,
enviability, and stature or will redress some terrible wrong the museum has
caused or been party to. Guess again. The promulgation, acceptance, and
implementation of ideas in museums require management savvy.

Half of the ideas presented to museums by whomever, whenever, or wherever
are stupid. A quarter of the ideas may have some merit but are usually inap-
plicable or not of direct relevance to the museum’s core mission, don’t hold up
under scrutiny, or are just not feasible at the time of suggestion. A quarter of
the ideas suggested may be sound and worth investigating. However, the lion’s
share of this 25 percent cannot be realized because in sum they would require
far more resources than any museum has. And, money is not the magic elixir
that will make them happen. Based on my somewhat simplistic but experi-
ence-based percentages, I suggest that in an average museum year, out of 100
credible ideas 10 can be investigated and possibly 2 or 3 of any magnitude put
in place at some point.

The management of ideas that ceaselessly swirl around in museums is vital.
The process is ongoing. Staff should play key roles though trustees will be
involved, especially when it comes to big ideas. These generally require sig-
nificant resource allocations of time, money, staff, space, and so on. Many,
many smaller ideas that come up can often be accomplished or done away
with quickly. If an employee has an idea about a new way to rearrange her
office, that may not require the boss’s approval and can be done. But, if that
same staff member has an idea about how to streamline background checks
for prospective employees, that might call for the considerable involvement of
“higher-ups”

So, who is responsible for managing ideas at museums? It depends on the idea
and the museum. I tend to let staff manage ideas that pertain to their various
immediate and daily spheres of involvement and responsibility. This approach
must conform with and support job descriptions. Therefore, if an educator has
an idea for a new teaching program, I am apt to support it if it falls within the
mission parameters of the museum and can be done appropriately. If a registrar
wants to rehouse some of the collections in storage I take a similar approach.
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And so on. I do want to know about any ideas being put in place. That is a
management requirement to be assured a job is being done well and to avoid
unnecessary diversions or waste resulting from an idea being pursued poorly.
Ideas of magnitude are those that involve most or all staff, shift a museum’s
focus or operations, or will have a measurable long-term impact. These must
be managed by museum supervisors who have applicable leadership and
ability roles.

Assessing an idea is an exercise in reality and conjecture. The more substan-
tive a museum decision-maker’s institutional, experiential, and intellectual
knowledge is, the better the outcome will be when deciding upon an idea.
People who have worked successfully in the museum field for a while usually
have a good understanding, both intuitively and actually, about what can work
and what is to be avoided. Naturally, such familiarity can also breed conserva-
tive reflexes that guard against the new, different, or untried. Those of us
who are responsible for considering ideas and putting the significant ones
into effect are better at it when we embrace the former persona rather than
the latter.

I love ideas. More to the point, I love seeing ideas become reality. How does
that happen? Beats me — and I've been facilitating them for a long time. Given
the frequency with which ideas pop up in museums, there must be something
about the creative aura surrounding these places that causes opinions to
prosper.

Then there is the phenomenon of ideas constantly being offered from out-
side staff parameters. Trustees are especially prone to this. Certain people
seem to think museum staff just sit around twiddling their thumbs awaiting
instructions to do something. This is far from the reality. Yet, regardless of the
source, encourage ideas and be more than willing to listen to proposals from all
quarters. Most of the time what is proffered is irrelevant, but enough ideas
come from expected or unexpected sources to make encouraging them
worthwhile.

Once an idea is accepted, what takes place? If the idea has made it this far in
the deliberative process, presumably calculating the possibility of success has
been realistically determined. This requires thinking about resources, scheduling,
mission-adherence, and so on. If after careful rumination and research an idea
is thought achievable it is pursued and managed.

Equally important as knowing how to assess and achieve good ideas is the
management skill to deflect and avoid bad ones. When a poor suggestion is
being forced on a museum by influential people, this is difficult. Tact and
finesse are just two diplomatic skills required. Rejecting an idea put forth by
a trustee can be especially tough because they are all-knowing, all-seeing,
brilliant, and never wrong.

Opportunities are similar to ideas when it comes to museum management
awareness and implementation. Both require visionary judgment skills,
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experience, and intuitions. I have great faith in being opportunistic on the job.
While most work in museums is self-generated and centers on planning
institutional missions and staff involvements it is always worth being alert to
possibilities that are generated outside premeditated assignments. Management
must be cognizant of ways museums can take advantage of attractive situations
that may arise out of the blue.

As with ideas, management must also know when to avoid becoming
entangled with opportunities that are foolish. Examples of this can be found in
unvetted museum collecting. I know a museum director with no art back-
ground of any sort who abruptly and unilaterally took in three alleged Salvador
Dali prints one December when a donor needed to quickly create a tax deduc-
tion. The prints had been purchased on a cruise from a shipboard shop run by
the Park West Gallery of Southfield, Minnesota. Dali is one of the most faked
artists in the world. The donation should have raised eyebrows immediately
as even the most cursory online perusal would have revealed exposés and
lawsuits embroiling the gallery in this regard.

A more positive example of opportunistic thinking might be seen in the
scramble that took place for museums to acquire NASA space shuttles when
that program was being retired (Figure 3). I love acquisitions and this was
exciting. Six large space vehicles found their way into competing museums that
obviously hustled to get the goods. Managerially they were on the ball as they

B
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Figure 3 NASA Space Shuttle Enterprise, a test vehicle that never flew beyond the earth’s
atmosphere, being delivered to the Intrepid Sea, Air & Space Museum in New York City,
2012. Source: NASA/BIll Ingalls; www.nasa.gov.
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effectively and quickly put all their resources into chasing an elusive prize they
knew would be mission appropriate and popular. I am not a fan of allocating
precious resources to a fool’s errand but I too would have done everything
possible to acquire one of these signature space exploration craft. And, I would
have been sorely disappointed if my institution failed to procure one, as some
did. Assuming that every effort was made to construct and present a viable
argument for receiving a shuttle, those denials presumably did not result from
bad managerial decisions and oversight but geography (an attempt was made
to place shuttles around the country) and the luck of the draw as various
political considerations were weighed by the donors.

The role of money when it comes to ideas is perhaps not as obvious as it
appears. On the surface it may seem that if the funds are not available an
idea cannot be realized. Sometimes this is the case, and sometimes it is not.
When managing ideas, financial realities are an essential consideration.
Just because money is available to do something does not mean it should
be done.

Also, never forget to manage to sustain good past ideas that have proven
fruitful and should not be abandoned in the rush to do something new.

Schedules

Given the complexities and peculiarities of museums, scheduling is clearly a
management priority. The interplay of exhibition development, public pro-
gramming, maintenance activities, and meetings (of which museums have lots)
calls for rigid discipline in setting a calendar. I'm not especially good at sched-
ule communications and I have to make an extra effort to pay close attention.
This can be embarrassing for someone in a position of authority. I must thank
three bosses for correcting my lackadaisical approach to scheduling on the job.
When I was a curatorial assistant at the Museum of the City of New York, the
director, Joe Noble, cured me of the habit of being delinquent in getting infor-
mation to him when he asked for it. He instructed me rarely but eventually he
had to tell me point blank to improve my response time. Barry Baragwanath,
the curator to whom I reported at the same museum, tolerated my morning
arrival tardiness for about three or four months at a stretch. A normally placid
and nonconfrontational man, he would become almost apoplectic in his quar-
terly complaints to me. I would improve but soon slide back. Eventually, as my
responsibilities increased and I became less of a gad-about, my lateness ebbed.
At the Maine State Museum, Paul Rivard never had trouble with my scheduling
difficulties because he instructed me on being a realistic planner. Experience
had taught him how to organize projects, prepare ahead, and get things done.
It was from Paul that I learned there is never an excuse for a project not to
be finished on time if you plan ahead enough, start early enough, recognize
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project realities, and build secret flexibility into projections. As my experience
illustrates, it is wonderful when aspiring museum professionals have well-
meaning friends in high management positions nurturing them.

If museum management is a craft, and a craft is both a science and an art,
scheduling is the science of that craft. To be effective it must involve, to some
degree or another, as many people as is logically possible, whether they like it
or not. Scheduling cannot occur in a vacuum. Museums are holistic in their
daily operations. What would happen if the museum exhibition staff engaged
in an intricate installation at the same time at which a fire drill took place that
would totally disrupt gallery access? Suppose school tours were to happen and
the docents were unaware of both the fire drill and the gallery change-overs.
What would happen then?

Major deliveries can be especially pernicious when it comes to scheduling.
I once was expecting a delivery of 20 large custom-made storage cabinets for
the print collection at the Museum of the City of New York. We were assured
it would arrive on a particular morning and not at lunchtime when the muse-
um’s entire maintenance crew would be unavailable. As morning came and
went, I ducked out of the building for a quick lunch. That was exactly when the
delivery arrived. Only because my boss and I got along so well with the main-
tenance crew were they willing to respond to his request for help and forgo part
of their union-mandated lunch hour to unload the 50-foot tractor trailer dou-
ble parked on the side street in busy Manhattan. Needless to say, we slipped
them all a tip and expressed our heartfelt appreciation. Had they not been so
helpful the truck would have headed out of town with its contents unloaded.
The next time I was expecting such a delivery I was working at the Maine State
Museum in Augusta. The same kind of storage cabinets were coming from the
same company in a similarly huge truck. As chance would have it, they were to
arrive on a Sunday when only my boss and I were available. I talked to the truck
driver at the company in Cleveland and told him to call me when he crossed
the state line. That would give us two hours to prepare for his arrival and
we would unload the truck. That is exactly what happened, but it was sheer
luck that the driver was hanging around the company offices when I called.
Scheduling requires monitoring but it also helps when you can communicate
with the people actually involved in it.

How often have I heard people say something was not on the calendar or
they didn’t know such-and-such was happening or the time was changed for a
meeting and no one told them? In my work world this does not happen very
often, but that is because I am surrounded by well-organized people who take
great pains to insist on clear and ongoing scheduling. I have had to compensate
for my own lack of scheduling attentiveness by enlisting people who are not
only good at scheduling but take great satisfaction in telling me what’s going on
and when. I should add that confident managers have no problem directing
staff to keep bosses on track and on time.

93



94

Anatomy of a Museum

Problems

I always chuckle when I hear the saying that a problem is an opportunity (or
however the adage goes). Sometimes that is true but sometimes a problem is
just a problem. Period. An employee who is constantly disgruntled, incompe-
tent, causing workplace upheaval, and generally being an unmitigated ass is a
problem. I will have an opportunity after I get rid of that person, but until then,
he or she is a problem. A leaky roof is a problem. When I arrived as executive
director of the Morris Museum in Morristown, New Jersey, in 2001 the 12
known and identifiable roof leaks located throughout the complex were problems.
An unanticipated $12 million renovation and expansion project corrected
them, but not because it was an opportunity.

From a management perspective, problems require fixing if possible. Good
managers know how to recognize problems, decipher them, determine whether
they can be fixed, and, if they can, figure out the ways.

Recognizing problems is a management responsibility. Not everyone will agree
that a particular situation is a problem. I have found that it can take time to
educate people about problems a museum faces that have either not been recog-
nized or were ignored. Conversely, it takes time to convince people that some-
thing they might think is a problem really is not. Museum attendance is at the top
of my list of these misperceptions. When I hear trustees complain that too few
people are coming to a particular museum, I feel like asking how many they think
should be visiting. I have never done this but it has long been a temptation. How
can anyone decide what attendance number is optimum? Of course I want lots of
visitors, but more importantly I want audiences to have meaningful experiences.
Chasing the gate is a fool’s errand that will always be a driving preoccupation
with some trustees. I have yet to figure out how to manage this problem.

Resources

Managing resources is as essential for museums as it is for any human venture.
The wise procurement, husbanding, and allocation of resources is critical in
the short or long term. But, what is a resource? Money would be at the top of
such a list, as would personnel, buildings, capabilities, communities, locations,
and reputations. A key museum resource would be its collections. Recognizing
and judiciously deploying resources is a central management talent. I have seen
resources used creatively and to great result, but I have also seen them wasted,
ignored, and lost.

Resource management has to be assigned and delegated appropriately.
It would be foolish to put me in charge of doing museum accounting but entirely
suitable to have me lead an exhibition program. A museum with a great collec-
tion of fossils should not hide them in favor of showing a poor collection of
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inconsequential dead toads. Certain museum buildings are extraordinary
resources. The most obvious is the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum in New
York City. While that great art museum hosts terrific exhibitions, the building
itself is often the main draw. As a resource it is unparalleled.

Thinking about locations as important museum resources, one only has to
look at the National Mall in Washington, DC. It is surrounded by museums and
the land is coveted by every new museum seeking a presence in the nation’s
capital. Where once civilized societies established the agora, piazza, coliseum,
stadium, or plaza as a free center for the citizenry’s enjoyment, education, inter-
action, or entertainment, now such a space is often hosted by or for museums.

The museum’s function as community resource has grown increasingly
apparent. Though I am reluctant to recognize non-museum-savvy leaders as
movers and shakers when it comes to promoting the value of museums, [ am
always appreciative of their support. While the outcome of the museum-as-
economic-catalyst concept is dicey, there is no question that they can be ben-
eficial resources for a place. Cooperstown, New York, is so synonymous with
baseball that the town and Hall of Fame (which is a museum) are fused assets:
just look at all the sports memorabilia stores lining the main street.
Williamsburg, Virginia, hosts one of the oldest and preeminent outdoor multi-
building museums, and it is clearly a community asset. Historic Deerfield, Inc.
in Deerfield, Massachusetts, has long enjoyed an excellent reputation as a
community resource. The quality of the buildings it preserves and the collections
it holds reflects this fact. Similar realities play out in major collecting museums
around the country. Those in positions of management authority at museums
must understand and accept popular notions of museums-as-economic-
engines and deal accordingly.

Reputations

Because a museum’s reputation is its most important asset, what people think
of your institution must be a constant management concern. Museums enjoy a
very high level of trust and admiration. Studies consistently rate them far above
most other civic institutions. Organized religions, the military, schools, or the
Internal Revenue Service would love to be as respected at museums.

Reputation management is usually the stuff of marketing firms, corporations
with large advertising budgets, or theatrical agents. For museums, reputation
management rests on doing what they have done so well for so long without
interruption or suspicion. Managing a museum’s reputation rests with all staff,
but those in administrative positions must be especially mindful of reinforcing
this duty, even to the point of enforcing it.

Museum reputations rest on several shared presumptive notions. They are
places people can believe in. They do good work for the general populace.
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They are committed to sustaining their value for the long term. They purport
to be accountable, open, and transparent. The public is comfortable with these
perceptions. Unless some catastrophic cultural shift occurs in the near future
or museums totally change the why and how of doing things, I think the future
will continue to think well of museums.

I want to caution those of us in the museum field (oh how I hate the word
“industry”) not to become complacent about the positive continuity of our shared
organizational reputations. We must be constantly vigilant regarding the veracity
of our collections; the importance and impact of our scholarship; the meaning of
our exhibits; the integrity of those in positions of responsibility (staff and volun-
teers); the appreciation for our programs; the role we play in the community
(however we define it); and our appearance, be it in cyberspace or real space.

Museum reputations are at stake these days in controversies around the
ownership of collections, especially things that landed in museums in possibly
illicit ways. Many nations that were once European colonies or places with
abundant antiquities coveted by museums are clamoring to have things
returned they claim were stolen or taken without appropriate permission.
The debate has caused some museums to simply acquiesce when approached
by a claimant. Others are less accommodating.

Staffing and personnel issues can bite museums in the reputational behind,
though I can think of few examples that had a long-term deleterious effect for
an institution. Usually the bad news is aired, discussed, and if not forgotten,
shrugged off, especially by the general public. Within the museum profession
itself, little of adverse consequence happens. People are always looking for
work and thus have no problem following in the footsteps of failed employees
or working for a museum with a bad reputation in this regard. What remains is
usually some juicy gossip we all remember and take great glee in relating to
colleagues. This is yet another instance of museums having a life of their own
that transcends specificity and eschews accountability.

Understanding and knowing how to work with (manipulate?) the media is
essential when managing a museum’s reputation. I always want whatever
museum I am working in to be seen as a place of positive news. Certainly there
will be adversities, but for the most part the upbeat far outweighs the negative.
New exhibitions, interesting acquisitions, recent hires and promotions, gala
events, renovation or building projects, awards, visiting dignitaries, and educa-
tion programs all come to mind as nice things for media attention and public
interest. On the very rare occasions when something unpleasant must be dealt
with, managing how that is done is absolutely essential, and it should come
from the top of a museum staffing organization. I am always reluctant to let
trustees handle the media regardless of the nature of the news being dissemi-
nated or responded to. Managing the “voice” of an institution is critical to how
it is perceived. And that management must include adherence to the truth.
Lying or deceiving or concealing things from an inquiring media backfires.
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Finally, when it comes to managing a museum’s reputation I must caution
against certain phrases that people of stature spout when approaching a
museum for something. At the top of my list is “it will be good for the museum?”
When you hear this grab your wallet, circle the wagons, duck and cover, lower
the portcullis, and pull up the drawbridge. Most people who say such things
want to take advantage of a museum. They are users not givers.

Change

“No one likes change,” the old adage goes. How many times have I heard this
from people in museums who have no idea what they are talking about?
Trustees are especially prone to boldly declaring this mindless observation
when they have decided some sort of change to be necessary and the results are
highly criticized. Sadly it is expressed in a haughty, condescending manner.
I think the saying should be rephrased along the lines of “No one likes dumb
change or change that is better for others than it is for them”” If I win a signifi-
cant amount of money in a lottery, I will like that change. If a bozo of a boss
leaves, I will like that change. And, if a worthless politician is voted out office
I will like that change.

Change is a fact of museum life, and managing it is of immense importance.
I am fond of saying museums are supposed to change but stay the same. The
contradiction is apparent whenever a beloved item on exhibition is moved or a
popular program halted or a cherished building severely altered. On the other
hand, if a museum does nothing and simply maintains its existing exhibitions,
clings vapidly to meager programming, or subsists with an outdated and inad-
equate building it is, rightly, accused of being insular, moribund, and disen-
gaged. Fortunately museums tend to be awash with change, but it is sometimes
incremental and hidden. Every so often it is quite overt and for the most part,
when logical, it is generally accepted and applauded. Management is critical to
the cause, handling, and success of change.

I believe in evolutionary rather than revolutionary change in a museum. From
a management perspective the results are more long-lasting and substantive.
There are exceptions, and they usually reflect institutions in terrible condition
or ready to grow radically and immediately. Because museums are collaborative
ventures, it is hard for one or two persons to cause quick and substantial change
unless they have a lot of money and museum power. Usually the most effectual
change in a museum is a result of inclusive management that engages influential
people who in turn engage others. The more people invited to participate in or
at least agree with museum change, the better. How do managers manage to do
this without having too many cooks spoiling the end product?

Itis critical to know about the “players” at a museum. Who has influence, know-
ledge, and respect? Who can get things done? Who knows the museum well?
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Who are positive influences? Who are potential troublemakers? Controlling or
navigating these personalities and forces from concept to conclusion is a
managerial necessity.

When it comes to understanding board “players” and managing them ...
good luck. A successful example I like to cite from my own experience relates
to a collection which I once acquired for a museum. When I was alerted to the
possible availability of this collection by an acquaintance, we immediately went
to see it. I took our most difficult board member and another whom the diffi-
cult one admired. I figured if the good cop thought the collection worth pursu-
ing than the bad cop would agree. That is exactly what happened, and from
then on it was smooth sailing. The gift of the collection included a substantial
amount for a permanent exhibition and endowment. I should add that on my
next trip to see the collection I took our most powerful trustee along with the
one member of our board to whom the others listened when discussing collec-
tions. Both thought the collection worth pursuing. My key “players” were on
board and happy to promote the acquisition.

In a less successful management experience, I presented a plan to upgrade
the care, exhibition, and content of a very large collection at a museum I
directed. The contents occupied two big galleries on two floors. As I began my
presentation to the thirty-strong advisory committee for that collection, I dis-
cussed my plans on flip charts. One by one the participants started picking
apart my presentation. They did not do this in an accusatory manner but in a
know-it-all way that caused them to take over the conversation and left me
standing on the sidelines. Predictably the chair of the committee did nothing to
come to support me as these were all his business, social, and philanthropy
buddies. My plan never went further than the flip charts. I was not denigrated,
pilloried, or ridiculed, just ignored. The whole thing taught me a lesson. I had
prepared all sorts of cost figures, and it was these that got the lion’s share of
attention. Dealing with businessmen means if you say 2, they can say 8, or 7, or
1. Numbers cause ruminations. I have never given such a presentation since,
and I have kept the selling of certain ideas to narrative documents and
yammering by others.

When it comes to management, we have to start with our personal need to
be managerially in control of ourselves, not to mention in our relationships
within and without an organization such as a museum. Therefore, regardless of
one’s job, the first management requirement is self-management. This is my
most important challenge. Sometimes I succeed and sometimes I don't.

After the “self’ management branches out to ways we can productively,
proactively, and protectively work in a rewarding, collaborative, timely, and
meaningful way with others in various professional configurations, be they
people to whom we report or those who report to us. These include volunteers,
consultants, trustees, contractors, colleagues, and my favorite — the general
public. For some of us, especially in museums, this is a daily challenge,
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especially if you like to daydream, are easily distracted, have little respect for
bad or stupid bosses (not to mention trustees), are easily irritated by picayune
niggling workplace requirements, want to be all things to all people, or have
multiple interests. Add an overabundant schedule and pressing demands for
one’s time, talent, and presence and it’s a wonder anything is accomplished in
museums. To make matters worse, they are by nature distracting environments
full of fascinating things. All sorts of people end up in them, some terrific and
some not so terrific. The daily minutiae of a job can devour a day. In addition
we have interruptive phone calls, impromptu meetings, unplanned encoun-
ters, and the omnipresent information technology that absorbs our regular and
immediate attention. These things are constant workplace companions that
suck the life out of disciplined progress. How often do I hear staff say they
didn’t have time to do such-and-such, or they had to stop something to do
something else, or so-and-so needed their attention, or they were waiting for
someone to get back to them, or there was an encounter with technology fail-
ure? The old excuses like my cat died, my car broke down, I got stuck in an
elevator, or my alarm clock didn’t go off have been added to exponentially.
You have to make an appointment with yourself to get things done.

I like the practice of making a management appointment with myself to do
certain tasks, meet specific project goals, or daydream. There is no difference
between blocking out time on your calendar for a self-meeting or making an
appointment for a meeting with other people. It is also beneficial to know when
you feel particularly productive in your daily biorhythms. For instance, early in
the morning or at the end of a typical workday are often excellent times for me
to write creatively. Usually other people are not around or apt to call. I can
ignore e-mail; I've handled most of the “assignments of the day” or put them off.

Given the fact that museums have meager resources, it is tempting to assume
that accomplishing many things is impossible. I beg to differ. Much is possible
in museums, but making things happen beyond the status quo takes imagination,
commitment, clarity of vision, support or power from the right influences, and
a little luck. Being opportunistic also helps, but this takes a board of trustees
and relevant staff who are willing to take chances, turn on a dime, and trust
their, or your, instincts.

Museums tend to be very cautious operations. There are good reasons for
this, but I submit that taking a chance now and then can be rewarding if that
chance is not dumb and can be carefully managed to successful fruition.

Exhibitions

Exhibitions are the topic of Chapter 12 but discussion of them must be
included here also as a subset of the administrative skills we need in the
museum world. Exhibition management ranges from quite simple to very complex.
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It can be as rudimentary as placing an object on display and sticking an inform-
ative label nearby or as complicated as putting the same object in an elaborate
multimedia arrangement with mounds of ancillary materials and information
often amplified with expensive audiovisual equipment all overpowered by a
complex architectural setting. Deciding how simple or robust an exhibition is
depends on several obvious practical factors including where it will be, how it
will be presented, how much time there is to create the exhibit, who will do the
work of making it happen, and what information is to be conveyed to viewers.
These considerations in all their ramifications and forms involve management
at several levels.

In its simplest form a museum exhibition can be easily put on by one person
who selects an object, writes and makes a label, puts the object and label on
view, and accepts whatever lighting is available. At the other extreme, very
complex museum exhibitions can involve a cast of characters ranging from
designers, educators, and lighting specialists to security personnel, conserva-
tors, and curators. Usually the more intricate the exhibition the more manag-
ing isrequired to accomplish it, especially when diverse disciplines are involved.
This can be tricky if there is no balance and hierarchy of decision-making.

Many an exhibition ends up being far more costly and poorly staged if the
wrong people are making the final decisions or decisions are made by commit-
tee. Give a designer full rein and you’'ll have a hard time seeing objects for their
individual value as they can become lost in a visual bouillabaisse of graphics,
chromatic overkill, exhibition props, and design conceits run amok. Give con-
servators the final authority and all the objects will be in black boxes hermeti-
cally sealed against any and all elements (visitors can look at pictures — who
needs to see original objects?). Let scholars rule and the exhibit will put you to
sleep instantaneously with walls of words, some of them totally incomprehen-
sible to the average museum visitor. If security staff dominate, visitors will be
scanned, finger-printed, and subject to background checks before being
escorted in handcuffs through an exhibit while being kept so far away from the
objects they will need binoculars to see them. Educators will fill the exhibit
with didactic material while the objects on view will be lost in the hands-on
interactives and the detritus of visitor takeaways for children of all ages. The
final say on how an exhibition looks and works needs to rest with someone in
authority who has both an intuitive and experiential understanding of the ways
the subject under discussion can be explained in a gallery format. That person
must have management ability to grasp and balance the reasonable demands of
the aforementioned museum specialties to avoid the obviously exaggerated
outcomes I describe.

Whether you are managing exhibitions or anything else in museums, being
familiar with the subject you have to manage is helpful. If you are not a special-
ist in the topic of the exhibition, be willing to learn quickly. Recognize you
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will have to rely on others. Know as much about your resources as possible.
Have, or seek, someone with experience in the area you are managing.
Understand your existing and available resources and capacities and work with
them to the best of your own and the institution’s abilities. Recognize what is
being done, why, and how.

Budgets

Of all the things that need to be managed in a museum, budgets are perhaps
the most critical. Annual institutional budgets are commented on in
Chapter 10, but there are several other budgets to be mindful of. These include
department or office budgets, proposed and actual project budgets, and budg-
ets for which funders require reports. Setting budgets is one aspect of manage-
ment, but monitoring them is also an essential exercise. Hardly a day goes by
as a museum director during which I am not involved managerially in some
aspect of budget implementation, assessment, approval, and questioning, even
if only regarding a few checks to pay vendors. Presumably such costs are in the
annual operating budget as fashioned by staff and agreed upon by the board of
trustees. Trust but verify.

The sorts of “sub-budgets” noted above emerge in several ways. They are set
by heads of museum departments. Curators write them during exhibition
planning. All sorts of program development require budgets. Building and
construction projects are especially complex financial undertakings. Who
determines these calculations depends on who assumes or is assigned the task.
Some people are excellent at budgeting while others fall short. I usually like to
have more than one person draft, contribute to, or review a financial plan
before I approve it. It is important that trustees be involved in this process in
some meaningful way but especially regarding approval outcomes.

As critical as writing a budget is, monitoring it once it is in place is abso-
lutely essential. This responsibility is paramount for any endeavor, but I believe
it is especially incumbent upon a nonprofit entity. Being a public service
organization such as a museum requires strict fiscal care. There is never
enough money for even the smallest things museums want to do. Waste and
loss is to be avoided at all costs. My experience has shown that museums can
be good stewards of budgets, and frankly I think they stretch their dollars
pretty far. But care is required to keep from running off the rails, especially
during capital projects. Anyone who has managed a building expansion or
renovation program knows how easy it might be to exceed cost allowances.
This is especially true when renovations encounter unexpected existing con-
ditions. Depending on the gravity of these, budgets can be skewed. Surprises
can happen in other areas of museum spending such as exhibitions or
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program development. It is always helpful to include a fiscal contingency in a
budget. Sometimes this has to be hidden or disguised to avoid loss or removal
by unknowing or meddlesome participants. The more budgeting prowess one
has the better one is at creating these protective cushions.

I believe in a strict budgeting process. It starts with staff generating a pro-
jected annual budget which is then reviewed internally by supervisors and the
director. This can result in a lot of number crunching and most likely reduc-
tions in funding requests, desires, or expectations. After a draft budget is writ-
ten it is submitted to designated trustees, usually the board’s finance committee.
This tends to further reduce staff wishes. Eventually a draft budget is given to
the executive committee of the board for review and approval then to the full
board for final acceptance. The process can take a long time, but that depends
on who’s in charge of it. I hate not having an approved budget in place when
starting a fiscal year. Once set, a budget must be strictly adhered to. Monthly
financial reports are critical, and constant monitoring of income and expendi-
tures cannot be left to chance. Obviously there will be variations along the way
but good management will understand and be able to address these as well as
keep things on track.

Potential

Museums are full of potential. They hold the potential to have bigger and
better collections. They should strive to offer improved exhibitions. There is
the potential to raise the level of educational content and programming.
Increasing funding is always a potential. And, the potential to expand physical
facilities is constant.

Managing a museum’s potential starts with recognizing there is such a
thing. I have never encountered a museum that did not have enormous
potential to do more than it was doing. This is not to suggest that museums
constantly fail in this regard. On the contrary, the very fact of their contin-
ued existence belies failure. Accepting the idea of potential must go hand in
hand with rejecting debilitating feelings of inadequacy for a museum. Just
because there are opportunities for potential does not mean an institution
has been ineffective. I believe potentials are built upon success and established
capabilities.

Once a museum defines its potential the next steps require considering what
action is possible, or can at least be reasonably considered. Refining potentials
must unfold through a thoughtful process of deliberation about what can and
should actually be done. Talk is cheap, action is dear. Museums, as with most
places, are full of jabberers, especially at the trustee level. I thoroughly encour-
age ideas, suggestions, critiques, observations, and inquiries about a museum
by all involved. But, I hate listening to balderdash. This is verbal noise that
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ignores what a museum does, is about, and can or should actually accomplish.
In considering an organization’s potential, I like realism. And, I'm a dreamer!
My goal is to keep the idea of a museum’s potential vivid while never letting
counterproductive talk become a way for people to avoid doing anything or
causing a great malaise to scuttle progress.

Time, Briefly

There’s real time and there's museum time, and they are not the same.
The author

Time is a curious notion, especially in the museum world, where, to a degree,
the collections are principal timekeepers. These things are markers of years,
decades, centuries, and eons. Their physical presence offers a jumbled and
disconnected sense of past and present human and natural passages. Through
collections, museums have declared, and are thus assigned, the task of making
sense of our universe over time and perhaps in a timeline manner, not to
mention in both a timely and timeless way. How successfully museums meet
this assignment depends on many factors. One factor is real time as it unfolds
in the museum workplace.

The self-quotation with which I preface this section comes from years of
learning how things happen in museums. It seems to apply to all, regardless of
type. Time in the so-called real world is measured by the clock, in seconds,
minutes, and hours. Time in the museum world is measured by calendars,
committees, vacillating commitments, and funding. Comprehending the
nature of museum time is absolutely crucial to successful management. What
might be accomplished in a few weeks or months in other realms can take years
in a museum. Even simple tasks might become bogged down in a convoluted
decision-making process or falter because there is no decision-confirming
process. The singular reality of time’s impact on museum life must be under-
stood when dealing with the other managerial topics discussed in this chapter.
Be aware or beware.

Management by Walking Around

You can observe a lot by looking.
Yogi Berra, 2001

Quite a while ago I heard the term “management by walking around.” It means
spending time out of your office actually experiencing the place for which you
have some managerial or leadership responsibility. I was doing this before
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I knew it was a recognized and recommended management technique to be
emulated and pursued on the job. It was introduced to me when I had a paid
internship at a historic preservation organization in St. Augustine, Florida dur-
ing a college midwinter field period in 1966. One of the supervisors I reported
to took me on his “rounds” around town every morning. There were multiple
buildings and projects to monitor and inspect.

Since I love museums, walking around them has never been a chore, and
once staff understand I am not “checking up on them” (even though that is a
natural response) they accept my periodic appearances, especially in places
directors might otherwise not be seen, such as boiler rooms, basements,
storage areas, or on the roof. I always learn things when I step outside my
office, which I tend to do in the afternoon when my metabolism is lowest.
But to be effective, management by walking around has to take place at other
times of the day, and night too.

In addition to assessing operations, meeting staff, volunteers, and visitors in
their accustomed “stations” alerts people to the fact that the director presum-
ably cares about the museum. Soon those you encounter realize you care about
them and the jobs they do. A few may use the opportunity to remind you just
how good they are and how much work they are doing or what’s wrong with
things or otherwise complain about people and their performance. This sort of
boasting or whining is to be expected in any workplace. I have little tolerance
for it in a museum. That being said, I listen attentively, keep my opinions to
myself, make a note that I heard their commentary, thank them, appear
thoughtful, and move along. Every once in a while a self-appointed advisor has
a point and that too is part of being a good manager. You may not like an
employee or have little admiration for him or her or think a job performance is
of negligible value, but helpful and even wise observations can come from all
quarters.

Management by walking around requires access to every part of a museum,
and staff must understand “their space” is not exactly “theirs” Presumably a
boss is polite and respectful when entering someone else’s “zone”” For instance,
as a director I would rarely go into a collection storage area without the pres-
ence and de facto permission of the curator or collection manager responsible
for that part of the museum. Walking around a museum gives me time to chat
with staff in ways that meetings or other situations do not. And vice versa.

Management by walking around should lead to assessing the effectiveness
of a museum from the public’s perspective. I love to watch museum visitors,
and I try to put myself in their shoes. Sometimes I wonder how many museum
professionals have the slightest concern for the public. Oh sure, we voice our
devotion to visitors and cite statistics, projects, programs, plans, and torrents
of euphemisms designed to make others think we are totally and exclusively
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devoted to the intellectual, emotional, psychological, and entertainment well-
being of those we purport to serve. But, do we really? When I look around, I
see us hidden away in offices, labs, meetings, workshops, and conferences,
occasionally mouthing an allegiance to audiences of all kinds but really enjoy-
ing a separation that shields us from our public. I see this on the job when no
staff person picks up a piece of trash or answers a phone or responds to a
request (online or off) for information, or knows anything about the exhibits
on view.

In defense of museum staff, I believe it is the nature of our jobs that keeps us
hidden away or narrowly focused. There is a lot of work to be done, ultimately
on behalf of the public, and little time and few resources are available.
Management must take a hand — not only at reminding us of why we work in
museums and for whom but also by leading us to act on that notion.

How can we help staff pay more attention to visitors and others? First I
would recommend people work at a museum admission desk for a day. I
would also recommend they do this on weekends. It is important for manag-
ers to test museum systems periodically. Call from outside and learn how the
telephone system actually works. Write a letter to an employee and see if there
is a response. Do the same with e-mails. Spend time analyzing every written
and graphic design piece of information a museum generates, especially when
it is online. Observe how visitors are treated a half an hour before a museum
closes. And, speaking of admission desks, monitor how much useless para-
phernalia is piled up and around these places. Remember, the most valuable
real estate in a museum is the surface of the admission desk. Everyone wants
their brochure or announcement or some information to be on it. That is why
I have designed them to be very narrow with little space for junk. It is a losing
battle but I keep trying. The same minimal respect for visitors can be seen in
the proliferation of garbage cans and other intrusions that end up in a muse-
um’s entrance. While I love the new Parrish Art Museum on Long Island in
Water Mill, New York, I am perplexed at why the loading dock is the first
thing one passes when driving onto the property (see Figure 4). These places
are always a mess.

When a museum is a pleasant place for people to visit it is because of the
staff, especially the frontline employees. I have always said that a museum can
have a terrible collection and yet, if it is clean and the personnel warm and
welcoming, receive high marks. Conversely, a museum can have a fabulous
collection but, if it is messy, poorly lighted, and has cranky and unresponsive
employees, achieve only low marks. Years ago this sort of differentiation used
to describe the visitor-service chasm evident between museums in Europe and
the United States. Both sides of the Atlantic have since upped their game.
May that continue.
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Figure 4 Driveway entrance to the Parrish Art Museum, Water Mill, New York.
Source: Photograph by Steven Miller.

Class Questions

1

You are the director of a museum and become curious about an employee’s
academic credentials. The person has been with the institution for several
years and is in an entry-level position. She is known not to have a post-
graduate degree. However, the individual never refers to any time at college,
even in passing or in an informal way. You become curious and take it upon
yourself to contact the registrar’s office of the institution she said she attended.
You ask when she graduated and are told she did not, and in fact is ten
credits short of doing so. You contact the previous director of your museum,
who is familiar with the person and is astonished at the news. They had
done exactly the same sort of sleuthing and made the same discovery but
the employee promised to go back to school to graduate. That trip happened
but not with the desired result. What do you do?

You are the director of a museum that is part of a large historical society in
the Midwest. The society has great collections in many areas and mounts
several exhibitions a year. These, as well as long-term (what were once called
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“permanent”) exhibits, are designed by a curator, the registrar, or outside
temporary consultants. For the upcoming budget year, you are told that your
museum can hire one more person if desired and at a salary competitive for
curators, registrars, educators, and the like in your area. You request an
exhibit designer. Your supervisor askes “What’s that?” How do you respond?

3 The history museum you work in is organizing an exhibition about a
certain ethnic group. The museum hires someone who is part of the group
to guest curate the show. As the project gets underway, several members
identifying with the same group contest the consultant’s credentials regard-
ing her authority to speak with knowledge about the group. Until that
point, the consultant has been doing the job for which she was hired and
the museum has been completely satisfied. As a result of this controversy
she is fired, though she did not participate in the debate about her.
What sort of management issues does this situation suggest?

4  You are the new director of a museum. As you come to know the staff and
trustees you learn an employee enjoys a close relationship with a trustee
and his spouse. As a result of this, the employee was recently able to gain
a substantial raise far above what other staff members have received. Clearly
this personal rapport rankles with other staff. How do you deal with this?

5 How can supervisors accurately know and assess the quantity and quality
of employees’ work performances?

6 During the Second World War a group of young men were in a class in the
US Army learning to be officers. Amongst them was the author’s boss
who recounted this management story to him: The instructor outlines a sce-
nario about a military unit setting up a campsite. One of the tasks is to erect
a flag pole packed with the equipment. The men are asked how they would do
that. They discuss digging a hole to drop it into, holding it up with ropes,
piling rocks at the base to keep it in place, and other possible options. After
about 20 minutes the instructor tells them all their ideas are wrong. The
answer is: the officer in charge of the assignment turns to his top enlisted man
and says: “Sergeant erect the flagpole” From a management perspective, what
was the point of this instruction? How can it be applied in museum work?
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Audience

A Matter of Definition

There are approximately 850 million visits each year to American
museums, more than the attendance for all major league sporting events
and theme parks.

American Alliance of Museums, 2015

The people we see in museum galleries, attending events, participating in
programs, shopping, and so on, have several identities to those of us “in the biz”
They are visitors, groups, users, guests, tourists, neighbors, customers, demo-
graphics, members, and the public. Depending on the context, these words are
used specifically or interchangeably when discussing people who come to
museums for whatever reasons, be they social, educational, vocational, intellectual,
recreational, or some combination thereof. Yet, however we define them in
group-think, these people are our audiences. I use the plural purposely because
museums have more than one sort of audience.

Overarching definitions of museum audiences are temporary as different
delineations always unfold when superficially analytical types “drill down” into
the numbers or ponder attendance sheets or seek visitor metrics or surmise
public preferences or whatever. This especially happens at the end of a fiscal
year when administrators and trustees fuss over admission profiles. This is
when attendance subgroups are studied, usually identified by a fee structure
divided into adult, senior, family, children, military, group, member, student,
and so on.

The plurality of museum audiences results from various factors including the
subject of a museum, its size, location, and level of proficiency. Small museums
that are about highly specialized, arcane subjects of interest to a narrow group
of people, such as a stamp museum, might have fewer audiences than large
encompassing encyclopedic museums operating with multimillion dollar
budgets. This is a simplified suggestion proffered only to make a point, though
for the most part it tends to be true. And, that is just fine. Two museums
offer excellent illustrations: The Museum of Modern Art in New York City
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(population 8 million) and the National Clock and Watch Museum in Columbia,
Pennsylvania (population 10000).

The Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) attracts the so-called general public in
droves. By “general pubic” I mean people who may or may not be cognizant
of modern art, however you define it. They come to the museum because it is
famous and has art they want to see, should see, think they should see, or are
told to see. For instance, as a result of its prominent location and reputation the
museum clearly attracts tens of thousands of tourists who may visit only once.
Because museum attendance is rarely a solitary activity, MoMA visitors who
have little interest in art of any kind are brought there by others. There are also
school, tour, and other groups for whom MoMA is on the list of must-see
places. MoMA’s restaurants and sales shops are regular destinations. Certain
items in its permanent collection are popular, especially van Gogh’s Starry
Night. Temporary exhibitions often attract large crowds. Some people go to the
museum simply to enjoy the outside sculpture garden. Within the realm of its
general public, MOMA sees thousands of visitors whose special interests attract
them to the museum. There are people enamored of a particular aspect of
its collections and programs such as film, architecture, 