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Abstract 

The American museum in the 21st century is a system where the category 
of the public is used to serve the agendas of a patron class. The highly 
elastic status of the nonprofit system allows the museum to claim it is 
“public” when fundraising or justifying its programs, yet private when it 
comes to its opaque financial transactions. In the transition between the 
financial or administrative aspects of the museum and its aesthetics, the 
term “public” is used under varying disciplinary and professional logics. 
This paper will demonstrate how these differences in definition are 
manipulated, making the museum part of the machine that moves wealth 
upwards, limiting the curatorial program, and placing ideological 
restrictions on culture. An outline of how the concept of the public versus 
the private has shifted under common law since the 19th century provides 
the framework to understand the porous nature of tax-exempt 
philanthropy, in the context of what Jennifer Wolch named “the shadow 
state.” The main case-study, the reopening of the San Francisco Museum 
of Modern Art and its adoption of the Fisher collection (assembled by the 
late owner of the Gap), demonstrates the connection between financial 
and aesthetic mediations by tracing how donations are procured, funds 
administered, a building designed and built, and commitments towards 
the curatorial and educational programs are made.  
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