
 
Fisk art deal in  
jeopardy 
 

 Like a nervous couple at the altar, America’ 
s newest art museum and one of the  
nation’s oldest historically black colleges  
are hoping a third party doesn’t disrupt  
their proposed union — again. 
 
An appeals court upheld Fisk University’s  
right to sell a $30 million share in its famed  
Stieglitz art collection to Crystal Bridges  
Museum of American Art in Bentonville,  
Ark. But Tennessee Attorney General Bob  
Cooper, who opposes the collection leaving  
Tennessee, has a Jan. 28 deadline to  
challenge that ruling. 
 
A Cooper spokeswoman declined to say  
whether he plans to appeal to the state  
Supreme Court, but other attorneys  
involved in the protracted legal battle say  
they don’t expect an end anytime soon. 
 
Thor Urness, an attorney for Fisk alumni  
who oppose the art-sharing deal, said he  
would be surprised if Cooper didn’t  
appeal. 
 
Fisk and Crystal Bridges officials say they  
remain committed to each other, even as  
the court fight over the collection enters its  
seventh year. The museum, a vision of  
Wal-Mart heiress Alice Walton, opened in  
November to accolades from art critics. It is  
the only U.S. location in Travel and Leisure  
magazine’s “Hottest Travel Destinations of  
2012.” 

 “They (Crystal Bridges) and we are still  
totally committed to the agreement, no  
question about it,” said David Briley, an  
attorney for Fisk. 
 
Georgia O’Keeffe donated 97 pieces from  
the estate of her late husband, Alfred  
Stieglitz, plus four of her own paintings to  
Fisk in 1949. The gift carried stipulations  
that it could not be sold or broken up. 
 
Fisk officials want to tap into the collection’s  
value — $74 million — to shore up the  
school’s finances. School officials have said  
in court records that they can no longer  
afford the $131,000 a year it takes to  
display and maintain the collection. 
 
They announced plans in 2005 to sell two  
of the collection’s most-valuable pieces: O’ 
Keeffe’s Radiator Building — Night, New  
York and Painting No. 3 by Marsden  
Hartley. The attorney general’s office,  
which is responsible for overseeing  
charitable giving in Tennessee, sought in  
court to block the sale, arguing that it  
violated O’Keeffe’s wishes. O’Keeffe died  
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 in 1986. 
 
That led to the August 2007 proposed  
sharing agreement, in which Fisk would sell  
a 50 percent stake in the collection to  
Crystal Bridges. The collection would rotate  
between the institutions every two years. 
 
Cooper challenged the deal, but a  
Davidson County Chancery Court judge  
upheld it in 2010. The judge also required  
Fisk to set aside $20 million in proceeds  
from the agreement to maintain the art and  
ensure its continued presence in Nashville. 
 
A state appeals court upheld the  
agreement and struck down the $20  
million requirement in November. 
 
Fisk and Crystal Bridges aren’t the only  
ones watching to see what Cooper does.  
The larger art museum community is also  
interested. 
 
“The issue here is beyond one museum  
and this one agreement,” said William  
Eiland, director of the Georgia Museum of  
Art at the University of Georgia. He has  
testified as an expert witness for the state  
in the Stieglitz case. 
 
He said the case could change the  
boundaries for selling off artworks, a  
practice known in museum circles as  
deaccessioning. The American Association  
of Museums and the Association of Art  
Museum Directors say their members  
should use any proceeds from such sales  
solely to acquire more art or maintain  
existing collections. 
 

 Neither Fisk’s Carl Van Vechten Gallery,  
where the Stieglitz collection is on display,  
nor Crystal Bridges is a member of either  
organization. 
 

 'Valuable collection' 
 

 Lost amid the legal battle are the works  
within the Stieglitz collection, which includes  
pieces by Pablo Picasso, Pierre-Auguste  
Renoir and Paul Cezanne, Eiland said. 
 
“The collection itself is important because it  
contains works by artists who were  
instrumental in American modernism,” he  
said. “It is a very valuable collection and it’s  
a privilege for the people of Nashville and  
the South to have access to it.” 
 
Contact Duane Marsteller at 615-259- 
8241 or demarstelle@tennessean.com . 
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The Crystal Bridges Museum in Bentonville, Ark., 
has an agreement with Fisk University to purchase 
part of Fisk’s Stieglitz art collection, but the de al 
has been held up in court. / Tom Stanford / The 
Tennessean 
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