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John Coolidge 

The University Art Museum in America 

We are living in a museum boom, a boom affecting 
all kinds of museums in all kinds of ways all over the 
world. In the United States alone, two new museums 
have been started every week since 1960 and the pace 
seems, if anything, to be quickening. During a boom ev- 
erybody involved is so busy that nobody has time to 
think. Hence, it is now desirable to consider the museum 
boom, particularly as it concerns American art museums, 
and especially university art museums. 

Why is there a museum boom? First, because the 
museum is potentially the most efficient educational in- 
strument yet devised.. In 1965 some 360,000,000 Ameri- 
cans visited their museums. The best guess suggests that 
there might be some 30,000 professional people working 
in those museums. Disregarding the fact that this figure 
includes part-time as well as full-time help, volunteers as 
well as paid workers, the proportion is one professional 
person to every twelve hundred visitors-an astonishing 
"teacher-student ratio." 

These figures have deeply impressed the govern- 
ments of rapidly developing countries. Their greatest na- 
tional problem is education, especially higher education. 

Based on one of the speeches given at Greenville, South 
Carolina, on November 24, 1965, as part of the inaugura- 
tion of a new museum and art gallery at Bob Jones 
University. The first quotation (p. 7) is taken from A 
Statistical Survey of Museums in the United States and 
Canada published by the American Association of Mu- 
seums, Washington, D.C., 1965. The statistics come from 
the same source and from Growth and Change at Har- 
vard-Ten Years in Statistical Summary, Cambridge, 
Mass., printed for the University in 1964, as well as from 
the relevant issues of the Bulletin of the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art. Also helpful was Art in the U.S.A. and 
Where to Find It, 1965, published by Art Digest, Inc., 
New York. Some of the statistics have been modified by 
the author to bring them up to date. The quotation 
from Matthew Arnold is reprinted in Sir Walter Mobery, 
The Crisis in The University, London, 1949, p. 110. The 
description of the objectives of civic art museums are 
taken from the statements of purpose (ca. 1870), of the 
Museum of Fine Arts in Boston and the Metropolitan 
Museum in New York. These are quoted in Benjamin 
Ives Gilman, Museum Ideals, Cambridge, Mass., 1923, 
p. xi, and Francis Henry Taylor, Babel's Tower, New 
York, 1945, pp. 21f.-J.C. [MR. COOLIDGE is the Direc- 
tor of the Fogg Art Museum, Harvard University-ED.] 

They believe that museums can provide a cheap, quick 
substitute for the education which elsewhere is offered by 
universities. Hence, every year students from countries 
like Korea, Pakistan, Egypt or the Philippines come to 
this country to study how we run our museums. They 
come on the generous scholarships provided by their own 
hard-pressed governments. There are no state department 
funds to bring them here. 

No such urgent need to learn accounts for the mu- 
seum boom in highly developed countries like our own. 
In these countries the amount of leisure time is increas- 
ing and at least in the United States museum-going 
is by far the most popular leisure-time activity. The 
360,000,000 Americans who visited museums in 1965 
represents almost six times as many people as have jobs. 
Excluding the very young and the very old, the very ill 
and the very wicked, 360,000,000 visitors means that 
every American who was physically able to do so visited a 
museum on the average almost three times during 1965. 
Moreover, the number of visitors is rising rapidly, and 
proportionately the small museums are attracting at least 
as many as the large. 

What our museums large and small have to offer the 
newly leisured is a unique variety of educational experi- 
ences, all available under one roof-the repose of hypno- 
sis as the moving ribbon drags you past Michelangelo & 
Melziener's Pieta, the delight of pushing a button and 
seeing what makes the wheels go round, the refreshment 
of contemplating a masterpiece at leisure and in solitude, 
the exhilaration of talking out a problem among friends 
with all the original material at hand, the inspiration 
gained from a great lecture. At a museum you can also 
read a book or skim a picture book. 

In the United States art museums are booming along 
with all the rest. It would seem as if one new American 
art museum was being started every month. Attendance 
at art museums varies somewhat from year to year, as one 
loan exhibition proves more popular than another. 
Whistler's Mother can attract an additional 100,000 visi- 
tors almost anywhere. But three-star spectacles aside, at- 
tendance is generally on the increase and generally in- 
creasing about ten percent a year. 

There are rather less than four hundred American 
institutions which call themselves art museums. Better 
than twenty percent of these are a miscellany: private 
collections which have gone public, like the Clark in 
Northampton, the Clowes in Indianapolis, or the Getty 
in Malibu; museums of modern art and museums of 
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American art, like the Corcoran, the Whitney, and the 
San Francisco Museum of Art; unique organizations such 
as the Oriental Institute in Chicago or the national gal- 
leries in Washington. About one half are civic art mu- 
seums. More than one quarter, some ninety, are campus 
art museums. The most important point, however, is that 
at present only two kinds of art museums are being 
started in America, city museums and campus museums. 
Each kind seems to be increasing at about the same rate. 
If this trend continues, by the year 2,000 half the seven 
hundred art museums in America will be civic museums, 
and almost forty percent will be campus museums, with 
all other types making up only about a tenth of the total. 

In many ways the two main types are much alike: 
both buy and exhibit works of art; both hold special ex- 
hibitions; any well-behaved adult is welcome to visit the 
galleries in both. But more important than these similar- 
ities are the profound differences. 

The easiest way to discern these differences is to con- 
sider another aspect of the art boom, the way in which 
the boom is affecting established museums. This is im- 

portant because, while science museums seek novelty, art 
museums worship status. The ambitiousness of a new 
civic art museum can be measured by the intensity with 
which it emulates the pattern set by the old-a monu- 
mental building designed by a fashionable architect; a 
balanced collection, wishfully of masterpieces; an educa- 
tion program staffed by junior league volunteers at the 
bottom and aspiring to one lecture (some day) by Mal- 
raux at the top. 

An art museum can grow in several ways: in the size 
of its collection, in the number of people it reaches, in 
the number of people it employs and in the amount of 

money it spends. Established American art museums are 

growing in all four of these ways but at radically 
different rates. 

Nobody really knows how fast the collections are in- 

creasing: every curator hides from his director his hopes 
and the promises that have been whispered to him, each 
director keeps these things secret from his trustees, and 
no trustee of an established American museum will pub- 
licly admit that the collections are growing at all 

significantly. "You can't find anything worth buying, and 
the price of everything is prohibitive"; such is the uni- 
versal complaint. But it is a fact that one eastern mu- 
seum is growing so fast that it can refuse ninety percent 
of the gifts that are pressed upon it. It is quite usual for 
others to turn down a third or even a half of the objects 
offered. If one measures growth by the commitments now 
being made-for example, the wills now being written- 
the collections of established American art museums 
must be increasing at a fantastic rate. 

Also growing fantastically is museum attendance. 
During the last ten years it usually has doubled, often 
more than doubled. Between 1953 and 1964 the number 

of people visiting the Metropolitan Museum increased 
two and a half times. 

The size of the budgets is also growing but much 
more slowly. During these years the Metropolitan Mu- 
seum's budget only increased seventy percent, that is, less 
than half as fast as the number of visitors. What grew 
even more slowly was the size of the professional staff. 
Over this same period, the number of curators employed 
at the Metropolitan increased by a mere twenty percent. 

Collections and visitors constitute an art museum's 

responsibilities; budget and staff are the means by which 
it meets these responsibilities. During the past ten years, 
the responsibilities have grown much more rapidly than 
the means for dealing with them. This, too, can be ex- 

pressed statistically. If yearly operating expenses are di- 
vided by the number of visitors, in 1953 the Metropoli- 
tan Museum spent about $1 on every visitor. In 1963 it 

spent only $.70 on each visitor. Insofar as they are educa- 
tional institutions, the established American art mu- 
seums today are giving a cheaper education than they 
were a dozen years ago. Insofar as they are research insti- 
tutions, they have been doing less research since there are 
now so many other demands upon them. 

In just these last years there has been to be sure a 
welcome revival of research in American civic art mu- 
seums. They have produced a few scholarly catalogues, 
each devoted to a small but distinguished part of the per- 
manent collection and financed by special grants from 
one or more charitable foundations. But even this chal- 

lenge has too often proved more than the human 
resources of the institution could meet. Curators have 
had to be imported for a few months from Europe, pro- 
fessors induced to take short leaves of absence, graduate 
students paid on a temporary basis to do the leg work. 

Every imaginable special expedient has had to be adop- 
ted, so overburdened, and alas, so often unfitted for this 

appropriate work, were the local "experts." In all these 

unhappy respects American art museums are anything 
but unique. One authoritative report summarizing con- 
ditions in all kinds of American museums declares, 
"Scholarly museum staffs are often smaller than they 
were thirty years ago; scholarly publications and research 
have almost disappeared." 

These statistics become more meaningful when the 
evolution of established art museums is compared to the 
evolution of established universities. It seems fair to con- 
trast the development of the Metropolitan between 1953 
and 1964 with the contemporaneous development of 
Harvard. While the number of visitors to the Metropoli- 
tan was increasing two and a half times, the number of 
students at Harvard increased only twenty percent. 
While the number of curators at the Metropolitan in- 
creased by twenty percent, the number of teachers at 
Harvard almost doubled. While the budget of the Metro- 

politan increased seventy percent, the budget of Harvard 
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almost tripled. While the value of the education offered 
by the Metropolitan dropped by thirty percent, com- 

puted in the same crude way, the money value of the 
education offered to the individual student at Harvard 
increased two hundred and fifty percent. The richest mu- 
seum in America and the country's richest university ap- 
pear to be evolving in diametrically opposite ways. More- 
over, each of these institutions is typical of its class. It 
would be easy to select examples which would suggest a 
far more extreme contrast. 

The development of university art museums has par- 
alleled the development of universities. The number of 
visitors has increased only moderately, the budgets have 
expanded greatly, the curatorial staffs are substantially 
larger. Accordingly, the established campus museums are 

diverging more and more radically from the established 
city art museums. This fact suggests that the reason for a 
rapid increase in the number of campus art museums 
may be quite different from the reason for the boom in 

public museums. 

University art museums are a limited phenomena. 
Except for important institutions at Oxford, Cambridge, 
and Birmingham they hardly exist outside North Ameri- 
ca. It is easy to assume that the reason for their existence 
is that so many of the great Anglo-Saxon universities are 
removed from the major centers of population or culture. 
If the university does not provide original works of art, 
they simply will not be available to the students. But this 

straightforward explanation is too simple. In fact, most 
of the major campus art museums are not far from major 
cities. Oberlin is only thirty-odd miles south of Cleve- 
land, New Haven is but a long commute from New York, 
and the largest campus art museums, the University Mu- 
seums in Philadelphia and the Royal Ontario in Toronto 
are located in the hearts of their respective cities. More- 
over, the two next campus art museums to open will be 
at Princeton and Berkeley. In terms of time the former is 
closer to mid Manhattan than are the Bronx or Queens. 
The latter is a community which, however far out some 

people consider it to be, is not physically at the end of 
the world. 

Even more puzzling is the question, why are so many 
major campuses near to but not in the center of major 
cities? To answer this question, one must attempt to 
define the function of the modern American university. 

Our universities are too diverse to be described by 
any simple statement. It is easier to define their function 
not by considering their characteristics physical, geo- 
graphical or intellectual but by identifying what our so- 
ciety expects of them; by thinking less of what they are 
than of what they seem to be becoming. 

Considered collectively, American universities are 
the focus of the conscience of our time. They are not 

uniquely the initiators of creative proposals but they are 

uniquely the judges of creative proposals. Only when 

they have rendered a favorable judgment is major action 
possible. Once they have rendered such a judgment, ac- 
tion tends to become imperative. Thus this focus of con- 
science is at once our society's tribunal of high appeal 
and its inspiration for high action. 

A single example will illustrate this point. Obvious- 
ly among the greatest social problems of our world are 
the interrelated evils of drug addiction, juvenile delin- 
quency, and organized crime. Obviously something must 
be done about these and done soon. But nothing 
definitive is likely to be done about them until a scien- 
tific proposal has been put forward and approved by one 
or more of the great American medical schools and a so- 
ciological program has been outlined and won the sup- 
port of academic sociologists. No legislator can bring up 
bills dealing with any such series of problems without a 
brain trust. No congressional committee can recommend 
such bills without the support of expert witnesses. Many 
of these two groups of specialists come from the univer- 
sities. Thus in our society it is only when a major propos- 
al has won the approval of a large segment of the univer- 
sity community that there is a chance of obtaining a pop- 
ular consensus in its favor. Similarly, when it has won 
that approval, a popular consensus can likely be ob- 
tained. 

This is the first time in Western history that univer- 
sities have been called upon to play such a role. In the 
Middle Ages, especially in the earlier Middle Ages, the 
focus of conscience was the Church. The idea of recap- 
turing the Holy Land from the Infidels originated appar- 
ently with lay pilgrims, but the idea got nowhere until it 
won the approval of the Church, and having won that 
approval, the Church pressed for action. It not only be- 
came practical, it became inevitable. 

During the Renaissance and the Baroque, the focus 
of conscience was the Court. A Rienzi or a Petrarch 
might dream of reviving Antiquity, but such a dream 
only became a practical reality when it had won the ap- 
proval of a court. Luther recognized that he must work 
through the established ruler. Characteristically, the In- 
quisition adopted an identical policy. 

These earlier foci of conscience were outside the vor- 
tex of the whirlpool of activity. It was not the staff of the 
metropolitan bishops, it was monks in rural monasteries 
who inspired the religious life of the early Middle Ages. 
During the Renaissance and Baroque, the ruler removed 
himself from Rome to the Vatican, from Paris to Ver- 
sailles, from Berlin to Potsdam and from London to 
Hampton Court. History suggests that to maintain a 
focus of conscience requires reflection and reflection re- 
quires a place somewhat apart. Today "multiversities," 
those federations of technical schools held together by 
the requirements of fundraising, can be scattered in frag- 
ments through the heart of a metropolis. To succeed as 
foci of conscience universities must, like the early monas- 
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teries and the later courts, be coherent communities lo- 
cated at some remove. 

After the French Revolution, with the collapse in 

every European country of the Ancien Regime, the 
Court as a single focus of conscience disintegrated. There 
came to be various tribunals of high appeal. For moral 

questions it was the Church. For social questions it was 
the legislature. The problem of slavery was thrashed out 
in Congress. Minimum wages and proper labor condi- 
tions were discussed and decided in Parliament. Pensions 
and social security were proposed to and worked out by 
the Reichstag. Intellectual issues were handled by profes- 
sional associations, by research institutes and by mu- 
seums. In the 1870's the members of the American Insti- 
tute of Architects thought they could determine by ma- 

jority vote which was the most beautiful building on this 
continent. For nineteenth-century Europe it was the 

Royal Academy or the Salon that was the arbiter of 
official taste. It was against their tyranny that the creative 
artist protested. Everywhere the great national museums 
were a principal source of inspiration for scientific study 
whether of archaeology, anthropology or paleontology. It 
was they who sponsored the expeditions and acquired the 
collections whether of Mayan reliefs, or mouse skeletons. 

Anglo-Saxon universities played small part in all 
this. Exactly one hundred years ago, Matthew Arnold 
summed up the situation with unconscious irony. He ob- 
served that the wonderful thing about Oxford is that 
"she is so unravaged by the fierce intellectual life of our 

century." 
How different is the situation today! All these great 

nineteenth-century institutions are in full decline. In 

every western country the influence of the legislature has 
vanished and its power is being taken over by the execu- 
tive. During the last two or three years that admired 

professional organization, the American Medical Associa- 
tion, has reduced itself to the status of a pressure group 
by relentless lobbying to protect its special economic in- 
terests. The idea that an academy of art or of music, 
royal or national, should be an arbiter of taste has be- 
come a joke on one side of the Iron Curtain and a night- 
mare on the other. The sad state of museum scholarship 
has already been mentioned. 

Parallel has been the rise of the universities. Today 
they are unchallenged as tribunals of intellectual appeal. 
In the end it will be the university community and not 
the National Geographic Society or the Smithsonian In- 
stitution which will determine the significance of the 
Vineland map. Even in the most technical of social ques- 
tions, academic opinion plays a preponderant role. Con- 
sider, for example, the contribution university econo- 
mists are making to the discussion of international li- 

quidity. 
In the arts there is as yet no Court of Appeals. This 

flat statement is proved by the fact that there are neither 

Nobel nor Pulitzer prizes in the visual arts. Joseph Pul- 
itzer wished there to be such prizes. They have never 
been awarded because there is no body of experts whose 
nominations would be accorded continuing and wide- 

spread respect. There is therefore at present a real vacu- 
um. It is hard to believe it can last. Almost certainly the 
twentieth century is likely to develop some institution 
which will serve as a focus of conscience in aesthetic mat- 
ters. 

The obvious claimants for this role are the civic art 
museums and the universities. Perhaps in fact the respon- 
sibility will be shared by both, yet as a potential focus of 
the aesthetic conscience of our society the university has 
certain advantages over the civic art museum. To begin 
with, its competence should be universal. A professor of 
modern art is expected to have an informed judgment on 
architecture, sculpture and painting, on primitive and on 
folk art as well as on the sophisticated productions in- 
tended for aesthetes. More important, the very concept of 
a university implies that the relative importance of 
different fields is constantly being assessed and the rela- 
tionships between them examined. 

Finally and most importantly, our society has 
granted universities the right of unorthodoxy. The very 
intensity of the occasional protests against it proves the 
reality of academic freedom. Examples of tension be- 
tween the staff and the trustees are too well known to re- 

quire individual mention. In no case has the staff pre- 
vailed. Museums must conform. 

But our universities cannot become the focus of con- 
science in the visual arts without art museums. That is 

why so many art museums are being founded on cam- 
puses. On all issues of aesthetic ideals the members of the 
university community must be the most deeply commit- 
ted segment of our nation. The function of the university 
art museum is to be at once the means for achieving and 
the vehicle for expressing that commitment. It is this 
which differentiates the university art museum from the 
civic art museum. 

The great American civic art museums were founded 

right after the Civil War. They had two principal objec- 
tives: to provide the means for practical instruction in 

creating art, and to collect and exhibit for popular ap- 
preciation "the best obtainable works of genius and 
skill". Only the first of these involved the visitor positive- 
ly. During the twentieth century, practical instruction 
has become separated from the museum, relegated to a 

special wing or building when not abandoned entirely to 

special art schools or departments. The enjoyment of the 
best obtainable works of genius implies a consortium of 

patrons who pay, a priesthood of experts who propound, 
and a public who appreciate, albeit passively. It is no ac- 
cident that the more visually intolerable our cities be- 
come, the more attendance at our city art museums in- 

(Continued on page 21) 
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(Continued from page 12) 

creases. It is not the need to escape from something into 

something which motivates the thousands who wander 

through the galleries on Sunday afternoons. Rather they 
are numbing themselves with an aesthetic tranquilizer. 

The major academic art museums were founded over 
a much longer span of years and for a much broader vari- 

ety of reasons. They continue to provide a wide range of 
valuable but intangible benefits. But now they are habit- 

ually justified because they make a discernible contribu- 
tion to specific educational goals. For example, they use 

originals to teach the history of art; they assemble pur- 
chase shows to encourage undergraduate collectors; they 
provide all the facilities so students can borrow, cata- 

logue and mount their own exhibitions. University art 
museums also regularly make concrete issues of intense 
local significance. The differences between the two kinds 
of institutions reveal themselves in many ways: in the 

types of display-not the touring Mona Lisa, or the loan 
exhibition of Chinese Export Porcelain, but the one-man 
show of work by the new head of the painting depart- 
ment; in the character of the visitors-not hordes 

shuffling by, but students on camp stools writing papers 
in front of the objects; in the hortatory statements of 

purpose. The Metropolitan was founded "to afford our 
whole people free and ample means for innocent and 
refined enjoyment." Over the entrance to the museum at 
Bob Jones University is written, "Whatsoever things are 

lovely, think on these things." U 

(Continued from page 14) 

tween the school and the museum is not just a matter of 

publishing a few, brightly illustrated books and journals. 
The real struggle is cutting through the rich jargon and 
theories of contemporary art education. In a little over 
two decades, the knowledge and tradition of art and of 
art history has been reduced to something anti-creative 
and anti-original, destructive of charming, child-like ge- 
nius and ruinous to the unsophisticated, innocent-eye. 

'Without education," wrote Joyce Carey, "it is not 

possible for a man even to appreciate any art. For educa- 
tion does not give only knowledge, but taste; it qualifies 
the feelings as well as the judgement." Art education is a 

way through which knowledge of the imaginative and 
creative aspects of human energy and life can be trans- 
mitted in order to make every individual freshly aware of 
his own capacity for the sensitive response to other ideas, 
emotions and insights. The value of art education rests in 
the process of revealing the variety and the abundance of 
human experience. 

AIRS. SMITH is a graduate student at the Institute of 
Fine Arts, New York University. This article was de- 

veloped from a paper completed in the Museum Train- 
ing Course, under the direction of Professor Colin 
Eisler. U 
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his own capacity for the sensitive response to other ideas, 
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around 1911 but no one considers either set shallow or 
retardataire because of that. They seem equally modern 
because each man undertook a canvas as though he were 
inventing anew the relationships that must subsist in any 
Cubist work. Every mark and each line seem right for 
this occasion as for no other. It is not a matter of styliza- 
tion-of simply reapplying in some new setting the facet- 
ed forms of old. That kind of mindless repetition is the 
bete noir of any modern abstract painting style. Indeed, 
stylization alone accounts for the tediousness of Kandin- 
sky's later Bauhaus style. Someone has called it an "art of 
replaceable parts." 

All art requires commitments from the artist, but 
the conservative or traditional styles depend to a far 
greater extent than modern ones upon pre-ordered con- 
tingencies. To put it very simply, even distorted perspec- 
tives are still part of the mathematics of central projec- 
tion, an a priori system for presenting objects in a unified 
space. But a table in Cezanne, a bottle by Braque, the 
flourishes of pre-war Kandinsky and even the silhouettes 
in La Grande Jatte all exist only when they are rendered, 
and they would not be rendered as they are except under 
those special circumstances. 

Now the criterion of decisiveness is not, it scarcely 
need be pointed out, objective. We may not agree with 
one another about what is appropriate for a given situa- 
tion but, then, David, Ingres and Delacroix (let alone 
Couture and Bouguereau) could never have agreed as to 
the precision of one another's drawing. We cannot teach 
people to be decisive more often than the severe regimen 
of the ecole des Beaux-Arts could produce great 
draughtsmen. But training which takes into account a 

primary feature of modern art would be at least as rele- 
vant to our purposes as the Neo-Classicists' was to theirs. 
And this alone would be a sort of progress. 

Distaste for preordination is not the only, nor even 
perhaps the most significant, aspect of modernity. It is, 
however, one of the verifiable characteristics of modern 
works we-most of us-consider first-rate. No doubt these 
works have other similarly demonstrable attributes that 
at once distinguish them from the past and lend to their 

appearances a hint of timelessness. It may be that the 
critical methods of the art historian are not well adapted 
to the discovery of such things; they may prove accessible 

only to systems analysis, or to some sort of statistical poll- 
ing of viewers, or to the ophthalmotropometer used in 

quantifying optical responses. Whatever the case, this is a 
true work for college art educators (and educationists as 

well)-to discover an appropriate content for today's stu- 
dent of contemporary art. 

JOHN ADKINS RICHARDSON is on the faculty of 
Southern Illinois University in Edwardsville where he 
teaches history of art and printmaking. U 
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