Acquisition Policy and Procedures of the

Irish Museum of Modern Art

 
 
The Irish Museum of Modern Art works in the present.  It collects now for the future, but also seeks to place contemporary art in an appropriate context by buying or accepting loans or donations of earlier work.  IMMA collects artworks to keep them in the public domain, and to show them in different kinds of displays.  Those can be thematic or historical.

 
The Irish Museum of Modern Art is in a unique position in Ireland.  Because it was not established until 1991 as the first national institution for modern and contemporary art, the Museum must lay down the standards appropriate for such an institution in this country.  It should seek to become a model of innovative practice for a new century and a new millennium.  It is now widely recognised that it may be pointless to try to represent permanent or fixed notions of value.  IMMA is aware of this new thinking and works within the present, collecting artworks from the present and thus ensuring a representative collection for the future.

 
 
Acquisitions are made by purchase, donation or long term-loan 

All acquisitions are discussed, vetted and agreed by the Acquisition Committee, which comprises the Director, and members of the Board.  The Committee is advised by the Head of Collections, Head of Education and Community and Head of Exhibitions, all of whom attend Committee meetings.  All acquisition proposals (from members of the Committee, artists, gallery owners, interested members of the public, etc.) should be directed to the Director or to the Head of Collections. Finally, the Director will evaluate them with senior curatorial staff in order to bring recommendations to the Committee for approval.  The Museum actively pursues quality artwork from all sources.  This may involve purchases from within Ireland as well as from international sources.  Members of the Committee and relevant staff should endeavour to see as many exhibitions as possible and report interesting new developments to Committee meetings.

 
 
The Acquisitions Budget

The budget for acquisitions is fixed annually by the Department of Arts, Sports and Tourism.  With the agreement of the Minister and previous Acquisition Committees, up to 40% of the acquisitions budget in any one year can be used for the support of the Museum’s programmes.  The Acquisitions budget for 2005 was €600,000.  The Director has a discretionary allowance of 15% of the sum given by the Minister for acquisitions, but all other purchases must receive the prior approval of the Acquisitions Committee.  Decisions of the Acquisitions Committee should be ratified by the Board at the Board meeting following the meeting of the Committee.  Payments for acquisitions can be made over a negotiated period of time, e.g. two to three years or longer.  Forward commitments should not exceed 50 % of the anticipated acquisition allocation for the year ahead.

 
 
The purchasing of work

IMMA purchases works by living artists but will also occasionally buy to fill important gaps in holdings of earlier artists up to the 1950s.

The IMMA Collection is a living one with the emphasis on current work by living artists. The Museum purchases work by contemporary artists.  It may also buy works by artists who have died in order to fill important gaps in the history of Irish art in the Collection.  In some instances, even works before the 1950s may also be acquired if they have a particular link to later works in the IMMA Collection, but this is not regular practice. 

 
 
Direct commissions of work

The Museum may commission work directly from an artist.  This is especially useful in relation to outdoor works and to the Museum’s position in an important historic building.

 
 
No limiting quotas on acquisitions

The Museum collects works by Irish and non-Irish artists.  There are no quotas limiting acquisitions to particular media, nationality, gender, race or age.  However, specific media or bodies of work may be the focus of a specific period of acquisition.

 
 
Collecting artworks not Artists

IMMA collects artworks not artists.  The emphasis is on acquiring good quality artworks rather than developing a list of well-known artists.  The Museum acquires works by artists who work in collaborative practices (e.g. with community groups) as well as by more traditional working processes.  Similarly, the Museum also considers interesting artwork by emerging artists. 

 
The net effect of this policy is that the Museum can acquire important artwork, often at a very competitive price and at the same time build up a body of artwork that could be very significant in the future when these artists and practices are more widely known and regarded than at present.

 
 
Acquisitions linked to the Museum’s Exhibitions and Education and Community Programmes

The IMMA Collection is linked to the museum’s exhibition programme and reflects that programme by acquiring works made specifically for or shown as part of it. In this way significant temporary exhibitions are retained in the Museum’s memory/history, building up a concrete record of that activity and the IMMA Collection gains by acquiring work that is underwritten by the rest of the Museums’ programme.  Artworks acquired in this way reflect a deep engagement between the artist, the Museum and the visiting public.

 
 
The Identity of IMMA

Works acquired are linked to the strategic identity of the Museum.  The Museum’s unique programming strategy is reflected in acquisitions to the Collection (as outlined above) from the Exhibitions and Education and Community Programmes.  The National Gallery of Ireland (NGI), which is the other National collecting institution for the visual arts, on the other hand, collects art up to the 1950s, with the exception of portraits which they collect up to the current date. The NGI does not collect photography or non-European Art.

 
 
Acquiring artwork through the primary Market

The Collection supports living artists and the promotion of contemporary art by generally purchasing artwork through the primary rather than the secondary market.  This means that the Museum buys from galleries or directly from the artist, thus supporting and encouraging creativity, but in particular instances works from the secondary market may be purchased to fill gaps in the Collection.

 
 
What should the Museum collect?

The ultimate criterion for selecting acquisitions should be that the work under consideration should be of such importance that it should be kept in the public domain. It is the aim of the acquisition strategy that IMMA acquires a vital, innovative and substantial Collection.  Budgetary limitations can be offset to some degree by building up mutually respectful relationships with collectors, who may be potential donors and lenders and by buying living rather than historical artwork.  IMMA should develop those relationships.  IMMA should also show to the wider public that the national collection of contemporary and modern art is valued, cared for and promoted in every possible way.  To date this has meant a policy of rotating displays and exhibitions at IMMA, wide dispersal of the Collection and a sense of public ownership of it through a vigorous National Programme and participating in and organizing prestigious exhibitions abroad. 

