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Marilyn E. Phelan, in her fourth edition of Museum Law: A Guide for Officers, Di-
rectors, and Counsel, offers a “simple and concise discussion of laws” that museum 
leaders must understand, at least at a basic level, in order to avoid pitfalls of a legal 
or tax nature when administering natural and cultural resources (xxvi). As interna-
tional and domestic law evolves constantly, this edition is a necessary update to this 
body of knowledge that Phelan introduced in 1994.
 Organized into three parts (Part I: Operations; Part II: Museum Collections; 
Part III: Heritage), the guide includes a table of more than 200 case studies present-
ed in the text, as well as five appendices proffering sample boilerplate policies and 
agreements essential to mitigate risk in a museum setting (A: Conflict of Interest 
Policy; B: Agreement to hold harmless; C: Licensing Agreement; D: Form for Gift 
of Personality; E: Bailment Loan Contract), copious notes at the end of each chapter, 
and an index at the end of the guide.
 In the preface, Phelan predicts that most museum leaders who use the guide 
will refer more frequently to chapters in Parts II and III; however, Part I: Operations 
covers the fundamental elements required to build up a museum from a solid foun-
dation and to keep it running legally and ethically. Such intricate topics as organi-
zational structure, governance principles, employment law, and the ins-and-outs of 
tax exemption rules, are handled in a manner that, if adhered-to, should lead the 
user toward correct actions, whether that means applying a ready solution or seek-
ing counsel for assistance. 
 Part II of the guide summarizes national and international laws that affect the 
administration of cultural collections and natural resources, evoking recent actions 
involving acquisitions and deaccessions of cultural property, stolen and illegally 
exported artifacts in museum collections, and the complex issue of artists’ rights 
(such as copyright) once their work is in a museum. Phelan presents certain issues 
in more-than-basic detail, responding to the need for better understanding among 
museum leaders on such controversial subjects as the presence of forged or stolen 
work in collections. 
 In Part III, the nature of heritage is examined in the context of national and 
international law designed to define and protect it. Natural heritage, cultural heri-
tage including antiquities, shipwrecks and Native American artifacts, and interna-
tional protections of cultural heritage are addressed. 
 The publisher declares, “No museum, cultural heritage site, or historical site 
can afford to be without this authoritative guide.” Indeed, Phelan’s experiences as a 
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lawyer, a CPA with a specialty in tax law, and a professor of museum science com-
bine to make this authoritative work a trusted resource for museum leaders, most of 
whom, while experts in their own respective fields, may not have had access to the 
education and training in law and tax that Phelan presents. It is Phelan’s voice as a 
pragmatic educator that renders this book one of the best of its kind. Her goal is to 
share her knowledge, an essential service that has earned her the American Bar As-
sociation’s Non-profit Academic Award for contributions to her field. 


