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Charitable donors fund almost all of the world’s great cultural institutions, allowing art galleries, opera houses, 
museums and theatres to remain open. But why do people give away huge amounts of money?  
Richard Middleton discovers that it is not completely altruistic; there are exclusive benefits to be had.

Henry Tate, who made his fortune through 
sugar refining, spent £80,000 purchasing 
and building a gallery in which to house 

his collected works of art. This guaranteed that 
not only his own collection, but a wide range of 
British art would have a venue worthy of public 
display. However, it also ensured that the name 
Tate would have lasting resonance.

Since 1889 when Tate made his offer, the 
financial burden of running galleries and 
museums has changed very little. When Tate 
Modern was established in 2001, costs to move 
to the disused power station on the banks of the 
Thames alone topped £130m.

With such high costs, the maintenance and 
development of many cultural institutions are 
only possible through the help of wealthy donors. 
Galleries and museums across the world have 
long sought corporate help. Some individual 
museums are actively created at the behest of 
multi-million dollar donors, such as the Getty 
Museum in Los Angeles, the product of a huge 
financial endowment from Sir John Paul Getty 
and his family’s foundation.

Wealthy individuals are now actively wooed 
as a source of funding for cultural institutions. 
In return, institutions are able to curry favour 
through an array of incredible but little-known 
perks, available to only the most generous donors.

‘Much of our museum’s work is made 
possible through the generosity of our individual 
supporters,’ says Hannah Boulton of the British 
Museum. ‘Although the UK government 
does provide core funding, the collection’s full 
potential couldn’t be realised without the help of 
our donors, both from the UK and around the 
world. They ensure that the museum’s collections 
remain accessible to all.’

Behind the scenes
The main benefit that many wealthy donors 
crave is exclusive access. And institutions are more 
than happy to cater to this. So when museums 
shut their doors to the public, and as the galleries 

Access

The cavernous 
Turbine Hall at Tate 
Modern is famed 
for its spectacular 
installations
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empty of tours and schoolchildren, another world 
comes alive. Tables are laid, fine cuisine is prepared 
and the best wines are uncorked, all for the 
exclusive enjoyment of the museums’ benefactors. 

Rare pieces are put on show and major works 
of art are easily accessible without the hustle and 
bustle of the crowds. Experts and curators mingle 
with the guests, allowing informed discussions 
about the work. Intimacy with the objects within 
such a relaxed and spacious environment is a rare 
occurrence for the most coveted of displays, and an 
event that many donors see as good reward. 

Malcolm Rogers, director of the Boston 
Museum for Fine Arts, is famous for his get-
togethers, which are open to the museum’s most 
generous donors. An extravagant buffet dinner is 
served in Rogers’ home, which is adorned with 
17th-century portraits, while a live band plays in 
the background. The chance to discuss the merits 
of Picasso, Rubens or Caravaggio over dinner 
with one of the foremost experts in fine arts is not 
available to everyone.

Donors to London’s British Museum are offered 
‘the chance to become more deeply involved with 
the museum’, Boulton explains. ‘We host a series 
of events for our patrons. We welcome them to 
join the director, Neil MacGregor, and our teams 
of curators and experts to explore the rich cultural 
history assembled within the museum.’

But for the most generous of donors, perks can 
even mean incredible visits abroad. The Boston 
Museum of Fine Arts organised a trip to Cairo with 

Egyptologist Rita Freed. Once there, the small group 
were able to gain access to areas strictly prohibited 
to tourists, including exploring the chambers 
underneath the pyramids. 

Rewarding the best donors
However, experiences such as this come 
at a price. Many institutions use levels to 
distinguish donor generosity, which define the 
doors that open. The San Diego Opera went 
one step further during a recent launch of 
Donizetti’s Lucia di Lammermoor. In order to 
distinguish between donations, medals were 
awarded to those who had given $60,000, 
$100,000 or $200,000. 

Ann Campbell, the opera’s director of strategic 
planning and special projects, explains: ‘These are 
some of the ways in which we acknowledge and 
recognise donors who make long-range gifts to us. 
Without such support, our ticket prices would be 
twice what they are and we would have difficulty 
planning our seasons in advance.’

At the upper end of such support, donors can 
expect exclusive privileges, including dinners on 
the stage and cocktail parties with the cast.

Name dropping
While details of these perks remain largely 
hidden from public view, the most public and 
prestigious perk of all is the naming of galleries, 
exhibitions and, on occasion, the institution itself 
after a donor.

Donating to the 
Museum of Fine Arts 
in Boston can bring 
once-in-a-lifetime 
opportunities
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The Great Court project at the British Museum 
was made possible by funding gained from donors. 
The museum, in recognition, has inscribed these 
individuals’ names around the central drum of 
the famous Round Reading Room, which 
now represent an ever-present link between the 
individuals and the institution. The Weston Family, 
the major benefactor to the project, donated 
over £20m. That donation, while ensuring the 
institution could progress and expand successfully, 
has also brought the family the prestige of being 
associated with such a famed cultural resource.

There are, however, concerns that such generous 
donations can elicit a negative influence over an 
institution. The largest of donations can mean 
a seat on the board and, some fear, the power 
to mould the museum as the donor may wish. 
Indeed, the renowned Smithsonian Institution, 
based in Washington DC, was offered over $35m 
by businesswoman Catherine B Reynolds. 
Despite the enormous contribution, the museum 
eventually declined because she had wanted to 
create a new gallery to acknowledge 15 successful 
Americans, the majority of whom she would have 
chosen herself, a concession the Institution, and the 
wider scientific establishment, could not accept.

Mutual benefits
Without donors, many museums, galleries, theatres and opera halls across the 
world would find it hard to remain afloat. And most institutions are more than 
happy to reward and maintain generous donations by offering visits, exclusive 
lunches and intimate dinners. 

While rare experiences and lavish cocktail parties with curators and artists 
may persuade some to give more, there is genuine interest among donors 
about where their money goes. Many have long-held interests and a desire 
to learn more and educate themselves further; indeed, some are highly 
knowledgeable about the art and artefacts on display. 

And it is this close relationship between donor and institution that provides 
the essential support required by many of the world’s cultural establishments. 
Both parties benefit from the experience, giving donors unrivalled access and 
exclusive privileges, but also ensuring that many of the world’s cultural and 
artistic treasures continue to be accessible to a wider public. n

If you are interested in putting your money to good use, turn to p9 for expert advice.

Warren Buffet has recently given $31bn to the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, which will catapult him to the top of 
the list for 2006

Who’s the biggest philanthropist?

 NAMe  BusiNess  DoNATioN

1  Bill and Melinda Gates  Microsoft founder  $27,976m

2  Gordon and Betty Moore  intel co-founder  $7,300m

3  George soros  investor  $5,401m

4  Warren Buffett  Berkshire Hathaway  $2,730m

5  eli and edythe Broad  KB Home founder  $1,820m

6  James and Virginia stowers  American Century  $1,575m

7  Alfred Mann  Medical devices  $1,500m

8  Walton Family  Wal-Mart founder  $1,350m

9  Ted Turner  CNN $1,240m

10  Michael and susan Dell  Dell founder  $1,230m

Source: Business Week (for the year 2005)

exclusive access: 
donating to galleries 
such as Tate Modern 
can help you avoid  
the crowds

Coram Family work with children who have 
been seriously damaged by their childhoods.  
Through a variety of  ground breaking 
projects, we can give children a second chance 
to enjoy a happy, healthy and fulfilling life.  
We rely on donations and legacies to maintain 
and develop our services.

49 Mecklenburgh square, London, WC1N 2QA, uK
Tel: 020 7520 0363 
Fax: 020 7520 0301
email: fundraising@coram.org.uk 
Website: www.coram.org.uk
Registered Charity No: 312278

coram family
caring for children 
since 1739


