New director
of many skills
for Fine Arts
Museums S.F.

By Charles Desmarais

Austrian-born Max Hollein has been named
director of the Fine Arts Museums of San Fran-
cisco, its board of trustees announced Tuesday
afternoon.

The posmon is the top job at FAMSF which
comprises two of the Bay Area’s largest and
most important cultural facilities, the de Young
Museum and the Legion of Honor. Job responsi-
bilities include managing roughly 550 employ-
ees and an annual budget of about $60 million.
Hollein replaces Colin Bailey, who left in April
to become director of the Morgan Library &
Museum in New York City.

The search for Bailey’s replacement was con-

" ducted by a 12-person committee of trustees led
by Jack Calhoun, former president of Banana
Republic and a member of the board’s executive
committee.

Hollein is currently director of three noted
museums in Frankfurt, Germany, a broad re-
sponsibility that should prepare him for the
Fine Arts Museums’ structure. He has directed
the Schirn Kunsthalle, a non-collecting museum
of contemporary art, since 2001. Since 2006, he
has served as director of the Stiidel Museum,
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Hollein brings array of skills
to de Young, Legion of Honor
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with a collection of European
art from the early 14th century
to the present, and the Lie-
bieghaus Sculpture Collection,
which encompasses ancient
Egyptian to neoclassical sculp-
ture.

Born in Vienna in 1969, Hol-
lein has lived with art from
birth: His father was the
Pritzker Prize-winning archi-

tect Hans Hollein, an influ-
ential pioneer of Postmoder-
nism; his mother was a fashion
designer. He began his career
at the Guggenheim Museum in
New York after studies in art
history at the University of
Vienna and in business admin-
istration at the Vienna Univer-
sity of Economics. He oversaw
the expansion of the Stidel
Museum in 2012, doubling
gallery space and adding a

wing for contemporary art.

“Hollein’s combined art and
finance perspective, his im-
pressive background simulta-
neously leading three great art
institutions in Frankfurt, his
fundraising acumen, and his
ability to harness technology
and new media to increase
income and engage audiences,
make him a perfect match,”
Calhoun said.

In a telephone interview

Gaby erse
Max Hollein has two decades

of experience at museums in
Europe and the United States.

Tuesday, Hollein said, “I feel a
certain momentum in San
Francisco, within the city,
within the whole cultural at-

mosphere there. You have
these two great, seminal in-
stitutions. I feel if there’s a
really strong director there,
and a strong exhibition pro-
gram, collection building, out-
reach, it’s something that can
bring the institutions to anoth-
er level.”

Board President Diane B.
Wilsey echoed that thought.
“There is a renaissance hap-
pening in San Francisco,” she
said, “and we have been look-
ing for someone who can cap-
italize on this energy to take us
forward into our next chapter.
I am excited for the fresh
thinking and ideas that Max

Museums continues on A11



Museums from page A10

will bring to us and to the city.”

“More and more museums,”
Hollein said, “especially ency-
clopedic ones, do not exist as
solely a place to visit, but also
as a center of cultural educa-
tion, complex narration and
contemporary discourse. De-
veloping this further and im-
plementing it for a diverse
audience, within an environ-
ment that is already so rich and
full of opportunities and flour-
ishing platforms, will be a
significant mission.”

The job of museum director
these days is far from an easy
one. The Fine Arts Museums

of San Francisco, as a com-
bined entity, ranks fifth in
attendance among U.S. art
museums, according to the Art
Newspaper. The position de-
scription distributed as part of
the search ran to five pages —
typical for the field — requir-
ing expertise in personnel and
facilities management, fund-
raising, communications,
branding and marketing, audi-
ence development, government
relations and more — in addi-
tion to a strong background in
the various requirements of art
acquisition, conservation,
exhibition and scholarship.

It is widely agreed that Har-
ry S. Parker III, who held the

job for 18 years beginning in
1987, handled that juggling act
well. Under his leadership, the
Legion, shuttered for three
years after the Loma Prieta
earthquake, was refurbished
and expanded, and the de
Young was completely re-
placed by an architecturally
distinguished building.

After retiring in December
2005, Parker was followed by
the late John E. Buchanan Jr.,, a
flamboyant impresario who
brought in crowds but was
criticized as less attentive to the
traditional measures of a mu-
seum’s quality: care of collec-
tions, initiating original exhibi-
tions, sponsoring art history

scholarship. During his tenure,
the FAMSF rose to fourth
among U.S. art museums in
admissions income. But that, of
course, also made it the fourth
most reliant upon admissions
income to meet its annual bud-
get: Exhibitions now account
for something like 15 to 20
percent of the income in any
given year.

Asked about his attitude
toward the blockbuster exhibi-
tions on which museums have
come to rely, Hollein struck the
perfect tone. “Obviously, if you
work on a project, you want to
share it with as many people as
possible. So I'm all for a very
‘popular’ response. Neverthe-

less, doing exhibitions solely so
that they trigger popularity is
not what it should be about.”
Hollein embraced the notion
that an institution with the
“level of collection and the level
of esteem” of the Fine Arts
Museums must originate its
own programs, research and
exhibitions, even as it collab-
orates with other institutions:
“It’s important for the rep-
utation of these institutions to
be a relevant and interesting
partner to the other peers.”

Charles Desmarais is The San
Francisco Chronicle’s art critic.
Email: cdesmarais@sfchronicle.
com Twitter: @Artguy1



