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From Museum Director John W. Smith 
  
I’d like to address some questions that were raised at Wednesday evening’s Faculty meeting 
regarding the possibility of selling artwork in the RISD Museum collection as a way to help meet 
the institution’s short- and long-term financial issues. 
  
As an accredited museum, we are subject to professional and ethical requirements established 
by the American Alliance of Museums.  We also adhere to “industry-standard” policies laid out 
by the Association of Art Museum Directors.  Both of these professional groups have long-held 
standards which clearly state that proceeds from the sale of museum objects may be used only 
for future acquisitions.  Recently, those requirements have been slightly relaxed to also allow 
for such proceeds to be used for “direct care of collections,” defined as conservation and other 
expenses that might protect jeopardized collections.  They may not be used to support general 
operations. 
  
Failure to adhere to these requirements would bring rapid, harsh, and lasting 
consequences.  Losing our accreditation would seriously threaten our substantial foundation 
and governmental support.  Likewise, individual philanthropy would be significantly 
diminished.  Other museums would be expected to refrain from any collaborations and 
partnerships with us, as would contemporary artists and designers.  And, because those 
requirements are also incorporated in the accounting and tax rules applicable to us, our tax 
status could be jeopardized.  In short, our reputation and viability – and that of RISD as a whole 
– would be dramatically and irreparably damaged. 
  
Some of you may recall the example from 2009 when Brandeis University attempted to sell 
important works from the Rose Art Museum collection to shore up the university’s 
finances.  The public outcry was so extreme that the Brandeis administration decided not to 
move forward with the plan.  Nevertheless, the Rose has yet to fully recover from the impact of 
that plan. 
  
I do understand the impulse to view the museum’s important and valuable collection as an 
easily monetized institutional asset.  In fact, however, pursuing that would bring vastly 
complicated legal, ethical, and reputational consequences for the entire institution. 
  
I also want to clarify the sources of the museum’s annual operating budget.  Each year, the 
museum receives an allocation of approximately $3 million from the institution, well under ½ of 
our annual budget.  This covers some, but not all, of the staff salaries, insurance, and other 
costs.  The remainder of the museum’s budget is covered by income from endowments that are 
donor-restricted specifically for the museum’s use (some going back as far as the late 19th 



century) and by donations that are raised by the museum development staff of 3 people.  All of 
our exhibitions and programs, most of our fellowships and internships, and our community 
initiatives including K-12 education, among other things that enrich the experience of RISD 
students, faculty, and the Providence region, are paid for by funds raised by the museum rather 
than direct financial support provided by RISD.  Similarly, all of the recent gallery renovations 
and capital improvements, including last year’s restoration of the Metcalf Galleries, were paid 
for largely by monies raised by the museum.  Additionally, all of the artwork acquired by the 
museum comes via gifts or through endowment funds restricted exclusively for that purpose – 
and that, in many cases, prohibit us from selling the funded works.  
  
The museum staff and I consider ourselves a committed and, we hope, an essential aspect of 
what makes RISD such a special and unique institution.  That’s one reason why I felt it was vital 
to provide further explanation to some of the questions that were raised by a few of the 
faculty.  I am happy to answer any additional questions you might have regarding the 
professional and legal implications of deaccessioning, the museum’s budget, or any other 
concerns you might have.  
 


