DE GUSTIBUS  

  Kind, Generous And Eager To Boast About It
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On a hot night a couple of summers ago, I staggered into Lincoln Center so parched that, curtain be damned, all I could think of was slaking my thirst. The usher directed me to a nearby water fountain and, lifting my head after taking several reviving gulps, I noticed a plaque on the wall above gratefully acknowledging the donors whose gift had made the fountain, and my drink, possible.

I thanked them, too, silently, but not without a smile. Such "naming opportunities" have been a staple of the giving industry for decades. Donors' names are emblazoned on staircase steps, chairs, wings and whole buildings. Indeed, as Lincoln Center's watery oasis could attest, no corner of a nonprofit is too inconsequential for "naming" if doing so can leverage a check.

In a perfect world, people would give freely and ask nothing in return. The reality is that ego is the handmaiden of philanthropy. Development officers know that they have a better chance of hooking gifts if they can reward the donors by displaying their names. The downside of this practice is that, no matter how much we try to pretend otherwise, the aura of a commercial transaction hangs over such gifts, diminishing the institution by suggesting that a public trust has been turned into a private fiefdom.

The facade of the National Archives in Washington. So far, no donor's name appears on it.

Which is why recent news from the National Archives in Washington is so troubling. It was announced last week that, in December, this grand federal institution -- the repository of the Constitution, the Declaration of Independence and the Bill of Rights, among much else -- plans to open the Lawrence F. O'Brien Gallery. Mr. O'Brien was a prominent figure in the Democratic Party during the 1960s and 1970s. (He died in 1990.)

It is not the first such naming opportunity embraced by the archives (there is a William G. McGowan Theater), and the space in question is not, to be sure, the "Rotunda for the Charters of Freedom," the archives' primary exhibition space. The room is a gallery off to one side for temporary exhibitions. Nonetheless, it's still part of the archives and is understood to be so. And it is being dedicated to Mr. O'Brien "in recognition of a generous gift made in his memory by the O'Brien family."

The National Archives is a touchstone. Everything about it speaks to our collective identity as a nation and our shared experience as a people. It is on the National Mall, our symbolic front yard. Yet a part of it will now honor someone -- a partisan political operative, no less -- because his family wrote a big check.

"In the fund-raising business you can't say, 'We want your contribution but we don't want to recognize you,'" observes John W. Carlin, the official archivist of the U.S. and the National Archives head. "We had to come up with some narrow way to include naming," he notes, "or it was going to be next to impossible to succeed" with the archives' $22.5 million capital campaign. So the decision was made to allow the "naming" of programmatic spaces and not the rotunda, which, he insists, will never be "named." "We feel comfortable that we thought it through well," he adds.

But there are other ways. Tourists don't bone up on the 16th president in the "Johnny Wellheeled Orientation Center" inside the Lincoln Memorial, after all. The National Park Service, which runs it and other monuments, has to raise money too but has a policy against such acknowledgments. "We consider these places and spaces to be a sacred part of American history, and we are working hard to keep them commercial free," says David Barna, the Park Service chief of public affairs.

In the late 1990s, for example, Target Corporation contributed $7 million of the $11 million cost of restoring the Washington Monument. But, says Mr. Barna, they weren't allowed to slap their bull's-eye logo on the obelisk. In fact, their public-relations return on that donation was so below-the-radar that, at the time, more people knew the name of the architect responsible for the restoration and the shimmering protective sheathing that so captured the public's imagination -- Michael Graves -- than the identity of the corporate sponsor.

Similarly, the National Gallery of Art "does not name real estate," says Deborah Ziska, the museum's chief of public information. "Founder Andrew Mellon set the example when he urged that the new museum not bear his name, since the institution belonged to the nation." The late Carter Brown, director for more than 20 years, used to tell potential donors that they would be giving "to the nation" rather than to a museum.

And what do you know? The National Gallery has had no shortage of benefactors.
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