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A group of faculty at UC Berkeley is trying to
build momentum for an effort to immediately
oust Chancellor Nicholas Dirks, who is expect-
ed to step down from the top post next spring,
at the end of the school year.

Dirks announced his resignation Tuesday,
after three years as chancellor,
in the face of rising criticism
over his handling of this year’s
$150 million budget crisis, his
kid-glove treatment of star em-
ployees who sexually harassed
students and colleagues, and
other embarrassing headlines.

The resignation took faculty by surprise.
Many, off on summer break, were taken by
surprise again when they learned of UC Presi-
dent Janet Napolitano’s decision that Dirks will
remain at the helm until a new leader arrives,
which generally occurs at the end of an academ-
ic year.

Cal faculty
don’t want
chancellor
to linger
Many at UC Berkeley try
to remove Dirks before
replacement is selected
By Nanette Asimov

1 Matier &
Ross: Search
for new chief
kicking off. C1

Dirks continues on A11

In a tiny eastern Afghanistan town in Novem-
ber, rifle-toting Islamic State fighters pounded
on the door of relatives of Qismat Amin, a 25-
year-old former interpreter for the U.S. Army,
demanding he come out.

Those inside insisted he’d left years ago and
hadn’t been back. But months later, the mil-
itants returned and confiscated the family’s
crops, saying they could be reclaimed only in
exchange for Amin.

“There is no way in hell I can go there,”
Amin, now hiding out in another city in Af-
ghanistan, said in a recent Skype interview.
“They want to assassinate me. Those people are
probably still trying to find me … and they can.”

Nine months after the visit from Islamic State
fighters, Amin must continue to evade those

Vet tries to get
interpreter out
of Afghanistan
By Hamed Aleaziz

Afghanistan continues on A12

LOWER LAKE, Lake County — In this little
town, Irene Black is as close to a fixture as a
person can be. But after spending half of her 82
years here, her home is a Red Cross shelter.

Black, who everyone calls “Scottie,” moved
last week between her cot in the Kelseyville
High School gym and a wheelchair outside in
the 90-plus-degree heat, wondering where she’ll
go.

The house cleaner with debilitating back

pain lost her double-wide mobile home in
Lower Lake, and everything else she owns,
when the Clayton Fire raged through, burn-
ing down at least 175 homes and more than
100 other buildings after allegedly being
sparked by a troubled local arsonist.

She had outlived three husbands — the
last one died in 2012 — while caring for a
son who is disabled. The mobile home was
her only asset after she sold off six other
properties to make ends meet. And it was

Gabrielle Lurie / Special to The Chronicle

Robert Kraft, 91, a retired physician, watches television in the trailer he has been living in since his house
and everything in it was destroyed in the Valley Fire. “Oh, it’s just horrible, absolutely horrible,” he says.

Lake County sinks
furtherwith fires
Disasters decimate struggling towns’ tax revenue Inside

1 Graphic: A
block-by-
block analy-
sis of the
devastation
in Lower
Lake. A15

1 Southern
California:
Crews tame a
ferocious fire
east of Los
Angeles. A10Disasters continues on A14

By Peter Fimrite and Kurtis Alexander

In 2005, Donald Fisher, a
billionaire retailer and one of
the world’s most prominent art
collectors, telephoned the head
of the San Francisco Museum
of Modern Art. He had a sim-
ple request: “I want to come
see you.”

“He had the idea,” recalled
Neal Benezra, director of the
museum then and now, “that

maybe, together, we could de-
velop what I suppose would
have been called the Fisher
Wing.” The proposed museum
addition would house the fa-
bled collection of contemporary
art Fisher had built with his
wife, Doris, over four decades.

“I thought about it a lot,”
Benezra said in a recent in

Santiago Mejia / Special to The Chronicle

“FiguresWith Sunset” byRoy Lichtenstein is
part of SFMOMA’s Fisher Gallery Collection,
whichmust display primarily Fisher pieces at
all times, according to a deal with themuseum.

CHARLES DESMARAIS Art

Unraveling SFMOMA’s
deal for Fisher collection

Desmarais continues on A13
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terview. “WhatDonwas of-
feringwas, on the onehand,
extremely generous…butDon
wanted something that I feltwe
couldn’t offer him ... a kind of
curatorial control overwhat got
shown.

“I felt that, as generous as this
offerwas, our integritywould
be at risk,” Benezra said, “be-
cause themuseumreally needs
to control, froma curatorial
point of view, if nothing else,
howart is presented in our
building.”

The executive committee of
SFMOMA’s board of trustees,
after somediscussion, agreed
and turneddown the offer. That
set off a controversial,multiyear
effort by theFishers to build
their ownmuseum in thePresi-
dio,whichultimately fizzled.As
DonaldFisher’s health failed, a
newdealwas struckwith
SFMOMA, resulting in the
extraordinarynewbuilding
openedby themuseum this
year.At its core: theDoris and
DonaldFisherCollectionGal-
leries.

So, justwhatwas the new
arrangement reached in 2009,
shortly beforeDonaldFisher’s
death?Does it serve themuse-
um’smission, and the director’s
determination to preserve its
integrity?Andmore to the point
of our interests asmuseumgo-
ers, howdoes it shape our un-
derstanding of art and art histo-
ry since 1960?

The short answer is,wedon’t
know.And themuseum, so far,
is trying veryhardnot to say.

* * *
WhenSFMOMAannounced

in September 2009what it called
—all in a single news release—
“this groundbreakingpart-
nership,” “this extraordinary
partnership” and “this unprece-
dented collaboration,” one thing
was clear: Themuseumwasnot
receiving a gift, in the normal
sense of thatword.

At first, a trustwas to be
created and co-administered “to
oversee the care of (theFishers’)
collection at themuseum for a
minimumof 25 years.”A few
months later, itwas announced
that the deal had expanded to “a
period of onehundred years,
whichwill be renewable there-
after.”

Beyond the platitudes and the
contract’s length, though, little
informationwas shared. Some
prying I begandoing inApril,
before the expandedmuseum
opened, dislodged the fact that a
grouping of Fisher collection
worksmust hang together in the
galleries once every 10 years.
But a request formore details,
including a look at the loan
agreement,was repeatedly
avoided or ignored by themuse-
um’s public relations team.

As aprivate, nonprofit in-
stitution, SFMOMAisnot tech-
nically required to release such
information. But evenbasic
facts, such aswhen the loan
termends,were not forthcom-
ing—until themuseum learned
this storywas planned.

Wenowknowabitmore.
Muchof it is benign: The loan
termends inMay 2116, for in-
stance, and is renewable in
increments of 25 years.

But someof the agreement’s
details cause some concern for
SFMOMA’s sake. For example,
thoughBenezra andhis staff
refer often to “theFisher family”
as themuseum’s partner,most
of the art, in fact, belongs to
Doris Fisher alone, and the
museum’s partnership iswith
an entity called theFisherArt
Foundation.

A 2013 federal income tax
filing, themost recent available,
lists Fisher andher three sons—
includingBob,who is president
of the SFMOMAboard—as the
foundation’s only trustees. That
filing lists its art assets asworth
$15,600,000—apaltry fraction
of a collection that contains
singleworksworth that and
more. BobFisher declined to be
interviewed for this story.

Benezra professes great confi-
dence in the quality anddepth
of the relationship between the
family and themuseum, and I
see no reason to doubt his judg-
ment. Butwhenpressed, he told
me, “IfDoris has loaned apic-
ture fromher home, shemight
like to have it back, andwe
would certainly give it back to

her at the end of someperiod of
time.Once they go into the foun-
dation, however ... they can’t
have anyprivate use anymore.”

Themuseumultimately told
me that, of the 260works cur-
rently on view, only five are still
privately held and are scheduled
to be returned. But it refuses to
saywhat, exactly, is in the collec-
tion beyond those 260 objects,
or howmanyof the other 835 or
so pieces said to be part of the
deal belong toDoris Fisher
personally. It did say that
“works are being transferred at
theFishers’ discretion, in due
course, over time, from the
private collection to the founda-
tion collection.”

Themajor question that
leaves hanging, of course, is
what objectsDoris Fishermight
somedaywant returned to her.
Onework or twomight have
little effect on the overall collec-
tion; butwhat if she, or some
heir in the decades ahead, asks
for hundreds ofworks back?

While that could put a crimp
in themuseum’s long-range
plans, other aspects of the part-
nership recently unearthed
appear to be farmore discon-
certing for us, the audience.

It turns out, for instance, that
the once-a-decade schedule for
showing the collection inwhat
Benezra calls a “monographic”
presentation is the tip of amuch
deeper iceberg. Those huge
galleries on the fourth, fifth and
sixth floors that carry theFisher
name?Unlike in other spaces
designated to honor big donors,
whichmight hold a range of
differentworks and exhibitions,
theDoris andDonaldFisher
CollectionGalleries are required
to contain primarily Fisher
works at all times.Nomore than
25 percent ofwhat is on view
may come fromother lenders or
donors.

This stipulationhasmajor
implications. Itmeans that
something like 60percent of
SFMOMA’s indoor galleries
(not counting free-admission
areas that serve as combination
lobby and exhibition spaces)
must always adhere—or, at
least, respond— to anarrative
of art history constructed by
just two astute but obdurately
private collectors.

Granted, curatorswill be able
to address someof the collec-
tion’smost significant absences
(theFishers tended towardbig
art bymenofEuropean, partic-
ularlyGerman, heritage). But
for the next 100 years, their job

will be limited in those galleries
to a kind of scholarly embroi-
dery, filling in around the edges
of a predetermined scenario
withworks by other artists,
such aswomen, artists of color
orCalifornia artists.

Itmight be better to simply
accept that theFisher collection
has its own logic, andmake a
full-throated argument for other
interpretations elsewhere in the
museum.

Another constraint of the
deal: a requirement that any
loans of Fisherworks to other
institutions be approvedby the
Fishers.

* * *
Whatwe see in artmuseums

is the art of the rich.
One of themain reasonswe

visitmuseums is to engage
directlywithworks that are
rare, fragile and generally un-
available outside secure in-
stitutionalwalls. Especially in
theU.S.,wheremuseumsde-
pendheavily upondonations,
these valuableworks come from
wealthy contributors.Without
their generosity, our cultural
heritagewould be closeted away,
and our communities greatly
impoverished.

Yetmuseumaudiences ex-
pect their visit to be at least in
part an educational experience,
andvirtually allmuseums see
interpretation and education as
key aspects of theirmission.
Curators andmuseumeduca-
tors are chargedwithmeeting
that need, andwehave a right to

assume that the choices they
make are based, above all, upon
their training and experience.
(And let’s be honest:Another
part of their job is to shelter us,
if need be, from the arrogance of
the successful and thewell-
born.)

Museums like SFMOMAthat
showcontemporary art, in
particular, face a thornyprob-
lem.Thenumber of artists in
theworld is vast, the number of
works seemingly limitless. The
choice ofwhat is exhibited, even
temporarily, is a signal to the
audience. Including awork of
art in a permanent collection,
with all the costs of housing and
care, is ladenwith evenmore
significance. Before a single
word of text is affixed to a gal-
lerywall, explicit and sublimi-
nalmessages are conveyed
through the selectionsmade,
their placement and juxtaposi-
tion, even choices such aswall
color, path of viewing and rela-
tive scale of objects and room.

Single donor-focusedmuse-
ums and galleries have existed
for a long time. In theU.S., one
thinks of greatmuseums like
Boston’s Isabella StewartGard-
nerMuseum, theBarnesFoun-
dation inPennsylvania,New
York’s FrickCollection, or the
MetropolitanMuseumofArt’s
Robert LehmanCollection.All
are tightly restrictedwith re-
spect towhat is shown, loaned
andborrowed, and evenhow
theirworks are displayed.

These institutions and sub-
collections present themselves

clearly as the vanity productions
they are—even as they reveal to
us essential aspects of our cul-
tural past.Whenwevisit them,
weknow thatwe are seeing art
through aparticular lens.
SFMOMAhas yet to be that
transparent about its presenta-
tion of theFisher collection.

Moreover, amuseum that
professes to be, as SFMOMA’s
mission statement claims, “a
dynamic center formodern and
contemporary art,”must take a
wider view.Headed into a centu-
ry-long arrangement, themuse-
um, founded in 1935, has not yet
passed its first 100-yearmark.
Thepractice andpropositions of
art have shifted profoundly over
its first eight decades; according-
ly, themuseumhas adapted to
those changes on a continuing
basis, just as artists, critics and
the audience havehad to do. But
if a core collectiondisplay is
frozen in a certain time, tied to a
prescribedpoint of view, how
does themuseumstay current,
much lessmaintain its longed-
for dynamism?

These are notmatters of legal-
ity or ethics; rather, they are
concerns that growout of the
institution’s commitment to
serve its community. It goes
without saying that anymuseum
in the countrywouldhave re-
shapedpolicy andmade extraor-
dinary accommodations to land
theFisher collection. Based
solely on theworksnowonview,
it’s clear that SFMOMAis able to
share original objects that canbe
experienced inno othermuse-
um, revealing aspects of the
history of recent art that no one
else can.As a result, it plays a
role on theworld stage today as
one of the greatmuseumsof
contemporary art.

Butwith the place it has
carved out as trusted guide to the
art of our time comes account-
ability. In an environment of
secrecy and tight-lipped, law-
yerly communications,we are
left to speculate onwhere it plans
to take us, andwhat new role its
curatorswill play.

And, given the agreement as
wenowunderstand it,we are left
with a question towhichnone of
us alivewill likely ever know the
answer.Will the SanFrancisco
MuseumofModernArt still be a
great contemporarymuseum in
100 years?

CharlesDesmarais is The San
Francisco Chronicle’s art critic.
Email: cdesmarais@sfchronicle.
comTwitter:@Artguy1

Unraveling SFMOMA-Fisher deal

Michael Macor / The Chronicle

German artist Anselm Kiefer’s works, including an aircraft piece titled “Melancholia,” are displayed in the Fisher gallery.

San Francisco Museum of Modern Art

“Triple Elvis” by Andy Warhol is part of the Fisher Collection.

Michael Macor / The Chronicle

Left:
SFMOMA
Director
Neal Benez-
ra initially
said no to
the Fishers
over cura-
torial
control.

Desmarais from page A1

Gap 1969

Far left:
Doris and
Don Fisher
in 1969.
The deal
will influ-
ence the
museum’s
exhibits for
100 years.

Online extras
1 For more coverage of SFMOMA, including our critics’ custom tours,
go to www.sfchronicle.com/sfmoma.
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