


CONTINUOUS UNEXPECTED JOY AND FASCINATING IF ARDUOUS WORK





I have always loved being in museum work and when I reflect back on why I find all reasons have everything to do with being a girl person born in the late 1930's, so I despair that boy people and younger women will find nothing here that resonates.





In the 1950's, as the daughter of a recently well off German Jewish immigrant, 1 was supposed graduate from collage having studied something useful, work for a short time in my useful craft (in my home, teacher, nurse and secretary were acceptable, artist and actress were not), marry a doctor, retire to raise children, keep a home, drive a station wagon, live in the suburbs, strive for ever increasing material comforts as long as they were tasteful and volunteer my time for worthy causes preferably Jewish ones. That was expected of me and so I did precisely that but in a slightly different order. In the summer of my 31st year, having acquired a art teaching certificate, two children and the requisite husband and car long before, I volunteered to help with Summerthing, the mobile enrichment program supported by Mayor Kevin White of Boston to keep a hot previously riot�torn city at some peace. By that fall my eldest child became critically and chronically ill and 1, finally acknowledging that I was not talented as the stereotypical young wife�at�home, went into the work force through a series of the most wonderful serendipitous and supportive circumstances �� I became the Director of Education of the venerable Boston's Institute of Contemporary Art �� along with my adventurous but equally untrained pals from Summerthing who resurrected the ICA from receivership and reopened it.





I started my career with a very good, if in retrospect fraudulent, title and have never looked back. I went on to work at the Boston Children's Museum, the Smithsonian Institution, the National Museum of the American Indian, the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, started an international consultant business and am now, for a short interlude, at the Cranbrook institute of Science. Each job came to me through equally providential and unexpected passages. My advice, if it interests you, say yes before either you or your future employer get cold feet.





Everything I have learned in this business I have learned by doing, without knowing the rules and by the collusion and forbearance of loving colleagues and nurturing mentors. I have been graced beyond measure.





What does this biographic story explain? It suggests why when I arise every morning, I feel fortunate and enthusiastic to have a forthcoming day. i earn a pretty decent wage, doing good while having a whale of a time, meeting awesome people committed to the same cause, learn marvelous information about all sorts of things from obscure and fascinating material, and work hard amidst colleagues who do the same. I join my cohorts to travel to all manner of places I never expected to see and I often work for a group of powerful and engaging folk I .certainly never forecasted would grace my horizon.





�
I was raised to be a homemaker in the suburbs and, instead, I am an executive in a beautiful and rarefied world. I would suggest my colleagues are not as surprised as I am. My feeling, I would contend, is an accident of history. I think the world has been more accepting to my male colleagues but in doing so, the men may miss something. They were supposed to be successful and so when it comes must feel like their rightful role rather than a delicious accident. I think they may miss something. So may young women who know from the start that they can and should conquer the work world or heaven help those who stand in the way.





But surprise and delight are not my only emotions. The museum world is an exacting place. While we all deal with wonderful material, we must do so using the same skills and dedication as those who successfully manufacture sweaters or bombs. It is the part of our field that is much misunderstood, especially by those self same sweater and bomb manufacturers when they become trustees. They hope that the museum world will be as easy and beautiful as the material we keep. The skills needed to work are the ones of business. It turns out I love business, and all the skills involved. I love construction, financial forecasting, and managerial problem solving. It is those among .us who love business, whether they knew it before they began or not, that succeed. This is a hard�nosed industry about wonderful and seemingly softer material. The world confuses our product with our process. Sometimes we do too.





In the training of younger colleagues I always want to point to business graduate school as the appropriate schooling should they wish to administer. I know it is heresy especially from someone with a bachelors in History of Art and a masters in art instruction. But this leadership business is for those who love the business of leadership not the subject matter alone.





I am grateful that others �� from inside and outside the field �� have been patient teaching me about construction, public relations, information technology, income production, personnel policy, conservation and many other things I had no previous knowledge of. I am a learning junkie and museum administration is so multifaceted that just when you can say three insider words that make you sound knowledgeable in one field, a new aspect of the work looms up to be mastered. Constant new information has been the source of much of my satisfaction. Stop learning and you cannot do your job.





People who work in museums mostly take good care of each other, but not always. As I have risen higher up on the food chain, I have seen ugly actions in equal measure from colleagues, staff and boards (which I had missed when being protected by my good previous directors) happen to colleagues, sometimes these self same directors. 1 have learned, to my sadness, that this is not a perfect or protected world. When it comes to humane treatment, museums are an uneven lot.





It never occurred to me, thirty years ago, entering into this world that some of my idols could falter, be fired and become discarded, that some work�life trajectories could go down, not only up. It never occurred to me that the museum world could be fickle and





�
faddish but it, like business, sometimes succumbs to that. i think my male colleagues were more prepared and less surprised when they witnessed beloved and esteemed colleagues unceremoniously discarded.





I have been lucky. My career has always taken an unexpected, unplanned but delicious turn. My work life has been a daily adventure. But now at the elder part of my journey, I am mindful that everyone has not had such a good time as I have had and so 1 thank my astonished joy and the trust of others for giving me the opportunity to become a working person with a set of skills that give me pleasure and some measure of pride in our special world of museums.








