Entrance to Crystal Bridges, with Yield, stainless
steel sculpture by Roxy Paine; photography
by Dero Sanford. Courtesy of Crystal Bridges
Museum of American Art, Bentonville, Arkansas

Jannis Kounellis,
Untitled, 1989, wood
column, shoes, lead insoles.
Courtesy of Magazzino Italian Art,
New York.
Photograph by Marco Anelli © 2017

This is the last frontier for the planet’s
super-rich, the ultimate status symbol:
to have one’s very own private museum.
The era of yachts, pharaonic villas, private jets, and stellar cars has taken a back
seat. Though these possessions are not
lacking in the portfolios of the affluent of
the second millennium, they are no longer enough. High Net Worth Individuals
are increasingly taking a stake in private
museums, and the number is growing exponentially. So much so that art market
strategies are being transformed. Within
the next five years, 1,200 museums will be
built in China, 400 of which are expected
to be private. Involving the East, but also
wealthy areas of the US, the Middle East
and Europe, the phenomenon is definitely
spreading.

View of Walker Landing and lower pond from the overlook;
photography by Dero Sanford. Courtesy of Crystal Bridges
Museum of American Art, Bentonville, Arkansas

A few examples. New headquarters in Crystal
Bridges, Arkansas, will open in 2018 at the behest of philanthropist Alice Walton, daughter of Walmart founder Sam Walton. With a
net worth of USD 37 billion, she is one of the
richest women in the world. Her personal art
collection is valued at hundreds of millions of
dollars. Another supersonic name is Tomilson
Hill. A 68-year-old billionaire and vice chairman at the private equity firm, Blackstone

Group, Mr. Hill has decided to make his USD
800 million collection of modern and contemporary art accessible to a museum in New
York at Chelsea’s Getty building. Opening
next autumn, it will be one more addition to
the few private galleries in New York city that
are mainly comprised of personal collections.
“We can be nimbler than a traditional museum and create a dialogue between the four
categories we collect,” Mr. Hill explained to

View of curved walls in the late 19th century art gallery; photography by Dero Sanford. Courtesy of Crystal
Bridges Museum of American Art, Bentonville, Arkansas

an Art News reporter. Indeed, public museums
are pachydermic entities. It is estimated that
the Tate exhibits only 20 percent of its collection, the Louvre 8 percent, the National Gallery
5 percent, and the Guggenheim only 3 percent,
a problem demonstrated by the fact that individuals who decide to hand over works of art to
public museums increasingly do so on the sole
condition that there be a permanent display of
the collection. Otherwise - which brings us back
to the topic at hand - they create their own museum. Traditionally, museums have sprouted up
after a collector’s death in order to commemorate his or her collected works; now, however,
entrepreneurs and wealthy philanthropists are
taking matters into their own hands. The situation regarding Walton and Tomilson applies
equally to the Marciano Art Foundation in Los
Angeles, inaugurated last May, and also to the
Jameel Art Center in Dubai that opens to visitors in 2018, established by the Jameel family. Then there is Francois Pinault who, after his
museums in Venice, including Palazzo Grassi,
will be opening another in Paris in 2019 in a
structure built by the architect Tadao Ando.
And let’s be honest. The museum playing field
is the backdrop for a rivalry between Pinault
and Bernard Arnault, patron of the LVMH luxury multinational.

Giulio Paolini, Mimesi, 19761988, two plaster casts, two
wooden bases; Mario
Merz, Untitled, 1982,
taxidermic reindeer head, neon
Fibonacci numbers.
Courtesy of Magazzino Italian
Art, New York. Photograph by
Marco Anelli © 2017

What kind of collectors are these and
why do they do it? As always, every case
is different; but generally speaking, collectors embark on such an endeavour
for three basic reasons. First of all, for
the pleasure of living with the art and
personally getting to know the artists.
Second, the desire to invest and to diversify one’s assets, which presupposes
some financial expectations. The third
reason that someone might feel compelled to undertake such a venture is to
construct, through works of art, one’s
particular worldview. This last one is the
attitude of the typical philanthropist,
and in fact, the names at the forefront
of private museums belong to this category: with their own museum, they celebrate their particular tastes and artistic choices in a sort of crowning of their
individual journey.

Giulio Paolini, Saffo, 1981,
photography and plexiglass (Front Left);
Alighiero Boetti, Clino, 1966, enamel on wood (Back Left);
Alighiero Boetti, Mazzo di tubi, 1966, PVC pipes (Right).
Courtesy of Magazzino Italian Art, New York.
Photograph by Marco Anelli © 2017

The spread of private museums has intensified, particularly in the
last 15 years. The pioneers can be traced to the USA, at the dawn
of the last century with the Whitney Museum, the New York Frick
Collection, and Boston’s Isabella Stewart-Gardner Museum. There
was another wave in the 1960s with the Guggenheim and the
Getty Museums, but the explosion of the phenomenon is recent.
Increasingly well-to-do China has also been bitten by the bug, a
country where Nu Couche of Modigliani was sold for USD 170 million. The buyer was a former Chinese taxi driver who became a millionaire with equity investments. Liu Yiqian is the founder of the
Long Museum, a structure comprised of three museums that make
it the largest private museum in China.

Magazzino Italian Art, Cold
Spring, New York. Courtesy of
Magazzino Italian Art,
New York. Photograph by
Marco Anelli © 2017

Finally, Magazzino, which means warehouse in English, has recently opened at Cold Spring, New York, and is an entirely private initiative. The works belong to Nancy Olnick and Giorgio
Spanu, who, following their success in real estate, are now active in the art world. Through a programme they set up, they
have been supporting artists like Melissa McGill for the last decade, whose The Campi project was exhibited at the opening
of the Venice Art Biennale 2017.
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