My art museum, the Wichita Art Museum, celebrates its 75th Anniversary this year. 

 While the City was spending twenty years building an art museum building, our founder’s secretary shopped and purchased important, early twentieth century works by American luminaries such as Edward Hopper, Mary Cassatt, Stuart Davis, and Horace Pippin, to name only a few. Despite the quality of its collections, if it weren’t for the 75th anniversary, my Museum would be in real financial trouble in 2010 due to the recession.  Our challenges highlight the importance of continued visibility and fundraising, even in these challenging times. The results of fundraising are disappointing; Wichita’s leading aviation industry is in need of serious help, and a disproportionate number of Wichita citizens are out of work. Yet, my Museum’s real worry is not this year, but next year: 2011! 

Meanwhile, we are counting on the Wichita Art Museum’s 2010 budget to be saved by our numerous entrepreneurial initiatives: anniversary snow globes featuring the Museum retailing at $75 apiece; anniversary coffee table books available for less than $75, and a fabulous 75th Anniversary Gala Benefit for twice as many people as we usually entertain—each of whom will pay more than $75 for a ticket. 

Recently, I attended a lecture sponsored by the local chapter of the Association of Fundraising Professionals.  Robert Carter, Vice Chairman, Changing Our World (a New York fundraising company) implored small non-profits not to let up on fundraising, despite the probability of little success.  He reminded his audience of the importance of staying in front of funders so that as the recession lessens, smaller organizations are not forgotten and eventually re-integrated into the donors’ plans.  He was reminiscent of Michael Kaiser, then President of the Kennedy Center, advising, “When there are economic challenges, the first thing that staff and boards cut are programming and marketing, and that’s the worst thing you can do. ”(February 19, 2009, William Triplett, Wall Street Journal, 2/19/09, p. D7)   

Let’s go back to 2011.  All fine and dandy to say these things, but when the money isn’t there at our museums to fund a needed curator, a children’s educational program, or advertising, it’s simply not there. Still, we must be proud of our art museums and their communities.  So in 2011 and beyond, I too will:  persevere making fundraising calls that may not produce the needed cash; cheer on frustrated staff and Trustees; try desperately to maintain exhibitions and programs, until the recession ends.  . . Or until the Wichita Art Museum can again celebrate another anniversary, perhaps its 85th!
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