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Hello world! My name is Rob Belanger. I’m a project manager who’s worked in the art world for 
more than two decades. During that time, I’ve experienced both the aesthetic and business sides of 
the industry, which gives me a somewhat unique perspective on the field. In the spirit of the many 
people who have helped me along the way, I’m happy to share a bit of this perspective with the Utah 
State University community here.  
 
To make things simple—and in the interest of keeping your attention—I’ve opted to go with the 
tried-and-true Q&A format that would typically follow a guest lecture rather than a daily blog. 
(Considering that I typically get asked the same questions about the various roles and responsibili-
ties that I’ve undertaken over the years, it’s probably more fitting anyway.) So without further ado, 
I’ll get right to it.  
 
 
How did you get your start?  
My career in the arts actually began with archaeology. A lot of kids have a sandbox when they’re a 
toddler. I got a dirt pile on the side of a house, which I promptly dug through until I hit the main 
power line. While I thankfully wasn’t electrocuted, it certainly sparked both a physical and meta-
phorical interest in discovering things hidden beneath the surface. I went with it and ended up 
working overseas as an archaeological field supervisor, instructor, and technician on various exca-
vations for a number of years.  
 
 
How is that experience relevant to the arts?  
I’m a firm believer that every job experience has something valuable to teach. It doesn’t matter 
what it is. Many of my colleagues transitioned into the arts from other industries as well, so it’s not 
an uncommon theme. In my case, working as an archaeologist prepared me for a career in the arts 
in three instrumental ways. First, on a theoretical level, it taught me the value of always looking at 
the bigger picture. Archaeologists not only discover things, they discover the context in which those 
things were used. Fieldwork and research amplify this mantra a hundredfold. Second, on a tech-
nical level, it provided me a forum in which to develop critical objects-handling and technological 
skills. This hands-on experience and field-based training helped distinguish me from my peers and 
qualified me for future opportunities in the arts that otherwise would’ve been closed. Third, on a 
personal level, it encouraged me to network and forge relationships with talented professionals who 
share a similar mindset and love of art. Many of these relationships remain as strong now as they 
did decades ago. Case in point? One led me to the museum world. Another brought me to this blog.  
 
 
Can you talk a bit about your museum experience?  
Sure. I’ve pursued multiple opportunities to work in small and large museums, both private and 
public, in just about every department possible. This can be somewhat of a rarity these days. I start-
ed off in a curatorial department working on primary research, then spent time with administra-
tion, collections, conservation, education, exhibitions, development, marketing, publications, rights 
and reproductions, and security, among others. I’ve chaired various membership groups and was 
even on a board for a term, which offered a valuable glimpse into that aspect of the industry. Not 
surprisingly, each position brought with it its own set of challenges and rewards. Museums are com-
plex organisms, and the contributions of most professionals therein often go entirely unnoticed by 
the general public. It’s a remarkably fascinating industry and, like many of my colleagues, I’ve got a 
ton of stories accordingly. There’s an inherently strong camaraderie in this regard, which I also 
found to be prevalent among the staff of auction houses.  
 
 
Auction houses? 
Yes. I also worked with a major auction house. It was a real eye-opening experience since it was to-
tally focused on the business side of the art world. Among other responsibilities, the my primary 
roles entailed managing consignments secured from and purchased by clients in multiple states, 
overseeing Antiques Roadshow-style property evaluations and auction previews, and liaising with 
specialists from around the globe. It was very fast-paced and required a good deal of travel, and I 
was fortunate to find a wonderful business mentor along the way. I had to become adept at manag-
ing client expectations, interns, and the logistics of packing and shipping in particular. The latter 
time management skills—particularly the ability to think backwards from a deadline—became a real 
asset once I started facilitating the various moving parts of independent projects as a consultant.  
 
 
What prompted you to become an art consultant?  
After several years of institutional work, I ultimately decided to branch out on my own for three 
main reasons. The first was the recognition that my specialized skill set is a valuable commodity in 
its own right. Statistically, not a lot of people are trained to do this kind of work. The second was the 
realization that there’s indeed a niche market working with private collectors and collections. If the 
water or electricity goes out, the average person knows to contact a plumber or electrician, but with 
art, it’s not so clear. I figured that I might as well be someone who helps fill that void. The third was 
the revelation that the increasing movement toward a project-based (i.e., “gig”) economy was look-
ing less temporary and more like a paradigm shift. At the time, many arts institutions were out-
sourcing projects to consultants rather than hiring additional personnel, especially during an eco-
nomic downturn, as a cost-saving measure. For better or for worse, the trend continues today.  
 
 
What kind of work do you do?  
A wide range of things, although almost every project that I’ve taken on shares the commonality of 
focusing on either the preservation, presentation, or promotion of works of art. Frequently it’s all 
three. There’s a real ebb and flow to the art world given that much of it is directly dependent on dis-
posable income. This makes it somewhat of a feast-or-famine industry, a fact that artists, dealers, 
galleries, and auction houses know particularly well since they’re on the frontlines of buying and 
selling. Projects can pop up and disappear in the blink of an eye. Some require immediate attention 
and others are more long term, with planning starting months—if not years—in advance. In this ca-
pacity, it’s probably more accurate to call me a project manager than a consultant. At the end of the 
day, if I can’t handle an aspect of a project, I use my network to try to help find someone who can, 
with the aim of providing the best possible service for my clients.  
 
 
Can you give an example of an immediate project?  
Sure. In general, immediate projects are typically reactionary in nature, i.e., arising due to unex-
pected developments of some kind, be they manmade or caused nature. They’re almost always a 
hands-on preservation issue in one way or another. For example, I’ve been called in to help with 
private collections at sites beset by water damage on more than one occasion. Such emergencies can 
be an all-hands-on-deck type of situation, since it’s a race against time to physically mitigate the ef-
fects of extreme temperatures and humidity. The works of art have to be inventoried, de-installed, 
packed (potentially crated), and moved to a safe location as soon as possible. Then the process re-
peats itself in reverse once everything is resolved. It’s almost like an EMT scenario, where critical 
thinking and efficiency are utterly essential. Tornadoes, fires, hurricanes, and blizzards… the natu-
ral world is filled with as many dangers to art as one can imagine. Helping to keep a collection as 
safe as possible is al-
ways the goal, hence 
why I’m a proponent 
for taking the time to 
do regular collections 
assessments and in-
ventories to stay pre-
pared whenever possi-
ble. In this sense, hav-
ing a solid grasp of col-
lections-management, 
conservation, and in-
stallation methodology 
is essential to my job. 
As is maintaining a 
good relationship with 
outside specialists who 
are trained to under-
take these specific 
tasks at a moment’s 
notice.  
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How about a longer-term project?  
Longer-term projects are typically more proactive, promotional, and research-oriented, and often 
take place primarily behind-the-scenes. They inherently require a lot of lead time to achieve and in-
corporate a planning aspect that’s infused with various milestones and deadlines. The creation of a 
museum exhibition catalogue is a great example. Since most museums need a catalogue to be avail-
able when the exhibition it documents opens, all of the work needs to be done in advance, from ini-
tial concept to final printing. Sometimes it takes years. The process almost always involves a lot of 
people… as well as someone to manage them. While my role has typically been that of the coordi-
nating editor—the proverbial ringmaster keeping everyone moving in the same direction—I’ve also 
contributed as an author, copyeditor, editor, graphic designer, indexer, photographer, and transla-
tor, among others. In every instance, knowing the intended audience from the outset is of para-
mount importance, since it influences the overall  
design and feel of a publication. Standardization and formatting are critical considerations, as are 
translations for international volumes. After all, what sounds correct in one language (or dialect) 
may not make sense in another, which is why there’s sometimes a need to revise literal translations 
to read more conversational. Keeping things in perspective throughout the process is also im-
portant, given that the true impact of all such labors do not become fully apparent until the final 
finished product is unveiled.  
 
 
What’s your favorite project?  
I don’t have one. It’s all relative. I have the privilege of working with fascinating people in an indus-
try powered by creativity, so every day I’m fortunate to be able to learn something new. However, 
overall, I do appreciate working on projects where clients and colleagues are willing to share their 
stories, since it infuses my work with context. Art is all about storytelling, after all. With private col-
lectors, it’s also a bonus to watch their collections grow and change over time. Each collection has 
its own unique personality, no matter how big or small. People are really passionate about art, so 
it’s important to be cognizant of its status as both a personal and financial investment. Impartiality 
is also important. Some clients know exactly what they like and are able move forward instantly 
when they learn of an opportunity, while others can benefit from the calm voice of reason. It’s a fine 
line. The key is to build relationships and to manage expectations. Part of this involves educating 
people and dispelling commonly-held misconceptions as well.  
 
 
What kind of misconceptions?  
There are plenty. I’ll briefly mention two here. The first (and biggest) misconception that I encoun-
ter, by far, is that only the rich can afford to collect art. There’s nothing further from the truth. Mon-
ey certainly helps but it’s by no means the only factor. I know from firsthand experience that a col-
lection can be started with virtually any budget. In fact, there are numerous stories out there about 
ordinary people who bought a piece from a struggling artist who later went on to become a world-
wide sensation, causing the value to skyrocket. Some people even take out a second mortgage to buy 
that once-in-a-lifetime work. Many artists even have phenomenal collections solely built from trad-
ing works with their peers. If the will is there, then there’s a way. The other popular misconception 
percolating out there is that collectors have to travel to major art centers like New York, London, or 
Paris in order to find “good” art. This is way off the mark as well. For one thing, there’s a sizable ca-
dre of local artists and organizations in any given town or city which would strongly disagree with 
that sentiment. This isn’t to say that New York isn’t still recognized the art capital of the United 
States, but only that communities in other places throughout the country are equally worthy of con-
sideration. In fact, sometimes those so-called outlier communities are where the “next big thing” is 
located.  
 
 
Are you an art dealer then?  
No. My focus is squarely on the client. I don’t represent artists or hold inventory like a dealer or gal-
lerist. This way, in the event that a client wishes to buy or sell something, I’m free to help facilitate 
those processes unencumbered. I’m also not an appraiser. While the primary and secondary (resale) 
markets are really fascinating, they warrant a larger discussion in their own right beyond what I can 
talk about here.  
 
 
Would you recommend a career in the arts?  
Yes. However, I say this with the major caveat that it’s not for everyone. For one thing, on the 
whole, the pay isn’t anywhere near that of other industries, and many people are massively over-
qualified for the scant few institutional positions that are even available. Frankly, it scares a lot of 
people off. So does its volatility as an industry both dependent on the whims of those with disposa-
ble income and heavily impacted by current events. At the same time, the one major positive is the 
unrivaled access to world culture. Arts professionals are a creative lot whose occupations involve 
contact with things that most people can’t even dream of on a daily basis. It’s an experience on a 
completely different level. It’s no wonder why so many of us stick around. Take a behind-the-scenes 
tour at any art museum (which tend to fill up immediately whenever they’re offered) and this be-
comes especially apparent. There are so many ways to get involved.  
 
 
Like what?  
The conventional subjects for me to talk about here from firsthand experience would be the roles of 
the artist, curator, and educator. However, there’s a whole trades-based side to the arts that tends 
to get overlooked by most people. This is a shame, since it’s filled with the talented people who 
physically make the magic happen. Consider the makeup of a museum exhibitions department, for 
example. It requires a lot of professional expertise to conceptualize and construct (or facilitate) all 
of the physical displays on view in a museum, from walls to casework to installation and beyond. 
Architects, audio-visual technicians, carpenters, computer programmers, copyeditors, designers, 
electricians, framers, mount-makers, preparators, and printers, among others, are an integral part 
of the process, from physically constructing walls to designing wall graphics to attaching final la-
bels. This work is not confined solely to museums either. Galleries and auction houses delegate one 
or more people to handle such tasks, or outsource them to independent contractors or fine arts ser-
vices companies. Such companies are often equipped to undertake all manner of handling, packing, 
and transporting works of art. Some have in-house shops where everything from shipping crates to 
furniture, pedestals, and vitrines for displaying art can be custom fabricated. Others offer climate-
controlled offsite storage and the capability to install specialized art-lighting systems for both insti-
tutions and private collections alike. At the end of the day, while artists and curators may be better 
known and tend to get the glory, never forget that the arts are every bit as physical as they are theo-
retical. There are plenty of other avenues to pursue in both areas (e.g., grant writer, researcher, et 
al.), especially as art is everywhere, but I unfortunately don’t have enough time to go into them 
here.  
 
 
Fair enough. Any parting advice? Remember the Golden Rule. Learn. Build relationships. 
Manage expectations. Know your skill set and its value. Look at the bigger picture. Embrace oppor-
tunity. Treat all jobs as worthy of your consideration. Show your appreciation to those willing to 
mentor you. Finally, pay it forward.  
 
 


