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Monetta White, amid the show “Black Is Beautiful,” has been a
Museum of the African Diaspora board member and fundraiser.

Interim executive director
keeping the job at MoAD

Restaurateur Monetta White praised as ‘a fast study’

By Charles Desmarais

At ameeting Tuesday after-
noon, Dec. 3, the trustees of the
Museum of the African Di-
aspora eased into a transition
begun in August, confirming
the permanent appointment of
Monetta White as executive
director.

White, 54, is a successful
restaurateur and marketer

known best for her work as
managing partner of 1300 on
Fillmore, which she opened
with her husband, chef David
Lawrence, in 2007. The restau-
rant now continues as 1300 on
Fillmore at SFO International
Airport.

She had been interim direc-
tor of the museum for 34
months, having stepped in from
aboard position. Her involve-

ment with the organization goes
back 15 years, she said in an
interview at her MoAD office.
“It was my birthday, and it
was a significant one,” she re-
membered. Rather than gifts,
she told friends, “there’s this
museum that’s being built, and
I'think it’s going to be really
important. I would like you to
support that.” It was her first
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fundraising effort for
MoAD, and the donations
rolled in, totaling more
than $15,000.

Since that time, her
work on behalf of the
museum, particularly in
leadership roles for annu-
al galasin 2017, 2018 and
2019, has helped raise
more than $3.5 million.

White admits that, as
director of an art muse-
um, an aptitude for fund-
raising will be only part of
the required skill set.
Does she find the art
aspects of the job daunt-
ing?

“Terrifying,” she said.
“At least, I did 3V4 months
ago. I've learned so much
in a short time.” She ex-
pressed confidence in the
museum’s small staff and
said she would rely upon
“my mentor team” for
advice on art. Among the
advisers she mentioned
were gallerists Karen
Jenkins Johnson and
Jessica Silverman in San
Francisco, and Mariane
Ibrahim of Chicago.

Two others to whom
she would turn, she said,
are Charles “Chuck”
Collins, the YMCA of San
Francisco CEO and a
trustee of the San Fran-
cisco Museum of Modern

Art, and Pamela Joyner, a
noted collector of African
American art. Both Col-
lins and Joyner, in sep-
arate interviews, praised
the choice of White. Each
emphasized her manage-
ment skills, a healthy
modesty and an ability to
help the museum achieve
what they called “sustain-
ability.”

“She understands this
community,” Collins said.
“She understands busi-
ness. She understands

' what it means to really

bring together a group of
supporters.”

She can contextualize
what is goingon in art
within the African Amer-
ican experience, he said.
Moreover, “She is utterly
without ego. She’ll speak
the truth.”

Joyner called White
“pretty self-effacing. She’s
alearner and a fast
study.”

“If she were to call me
right now with a plan,”
Joyner said, “I would
expect that all the busi-
ness details would be in
place ... and I am confi-
dent that she would listen
closely to any suggestions
I might have on the art
side.”

White is a San Francis-
conative and a graduate
of San Francisco State

University. She was vice
president of the city’s
Small Business Commis-
sion and serves on the
board of several nonprofit
and business organiza-
tions.

She is the Museum of
the African Diaspora’s
sixth permanent director
since journalist Belva
Davis first took on the
rolein 2000, even before
the existence of a build-
ing. She succeeds Linda
Harrison, who left one
year ago tostepuptoa
similar job at the far larg-
er Newark Museum in
New Jersey.

In a statement distrib-
uted by the museum,
Wade Rose, chair of the
MoAD Board, called
White “aleader in the
community ... (wWho) will
guide the Museum into
significantly more expan-
sive community engage-
ment. We could not be
more pleased.”
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White expressed par-
ticular support for
MoAD’s Emerging Art-
ists Program, which
helps talented artists with
financial support and a
museum exhibition. She
isalready working to
build relationships with
legacy institutions in the
Bay Area like the San
Francisco Art Institute
and the school boards of
San Francisco and Oak-
land, and is talking with
staff “about black leader-
ship development, help-
ing other organizations to

get black curators.”

But with deepening
interest from larger mu-
seums in exhibitions like
the de Young’s “Soul of a
Nation,” and efforts at
museums across the Bay
Areato add works to their
collections by artists of
color, might MoAD’s
partnerships be contrib-
uting to its own eventual
demise?

“Those shows are go-
ing to be gone,” says
White, “and no one is
going to be better able to
tell our story than we.
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Museum of the African Diaspora
The Museum of the African Diaspora has had six permanent directors since 2000.

“My two things — and
probably this is what the
board saw in me — are
shepherding the museum
to stability and communi-
ty engagement. I believe
it’s a matter of connecting
the dots; if we have the
right programs, we are
the ones who will be own-
ing that space.”

Charles Desmarais is The
San Francisco Chronicle’s
art critic. Email: cdes
marais@sfchronicle.com
Free weekly newsletter:
bttp://bit.ly/ArtguyReviews
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