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• “It signals a whole different era in 
northwest Arkansas.” — Ed Clifford, 
president of the Bentonville/Bella Vista 
Chamber of Commerce

• “People are genuinely excited that 
there is this commitment to build 
something truly powerful, transfor-
mative.” — Bob Workman, executive 
director of Crystal Bridges

• “If it in fact lives up to its mission 
in terms of teaching and learning and 
exhibiting works of art for the com-
mon good, then it will be an absolute 
ensured success.” — Philip Eliasoph, 
professor of art history at Fairfield 
University in Connecticut, critic and 
curator. 

The $50 million Crystal Bridges, 
founded by the only daughter of Wal-
Mart founder Sam Walton and set 
on 100 acres of Walton family land, 
will house American masterworks. 
The works, bought by Alice Walton 
and the Walton Family Foundation, 
include “Kindred Spirits” by Asher 
B. Durand, considered one of the 
finest examples of the Hudson River 
School and for which Walton report-
edly paid more than $35 million. 
Also: Thomas Eakins’ “Portrait of 
Professor Benjamin H. Rand”; paint-
ings of George Washington by Gilbert 
Stuart and Charles Willson Peale; and 
Winslow Homer’s “Spring.” 

Those are only the works the muse-
um has disclosed. Art professionals 
describe Walton as a knowledgeable 
and diligent collector; she has not just 
deep pockets but mineshaft-deep pock-
ets, with an estimated net worth of 
$19 billion; and she’s discreet. All this 
means that the museum’s announced 
acquisitions are likely just a taste of 
the top-level artworks it will eventu-
ally display.

The museum complex itself is likely 
to attract tourists. Moshe Safdie, a 
world-renowned architect, is designing 
the 100,000-SF contemporary glass-
and-wood structure. The complex, 
which will incorporate the creek that 
runs through the property, will also 
include a 250-seat auditorium, trails 
and spaces for outdoor events.

Museum and civic officials have 
said they expect Crystal Bridges 
to draw 250,000 visitors annually. 
Workman predicted an economic 
impact to the area of $15 million in 
direct spending annually, noting that 
was a conservative estimate. That’s 
a combination of what the museum 
puts into the local economy itself in 
terms of workers’ salaries and local 
purchases (utilities, supplies) and visi-
tors’ spending (restaurants, lodging, 
retail). “If you use the multipliers 
like everybody does — I’ve heard the 
Chamber suggest as much as $40 mil-
lion a year.”

More Than Tourists
Indeed, civic leaders in Bentonville, 

population 31,000, are preparing for 
economic development on a grand 
scale. They see not just tourists drawn 
to the area but permanent residents, 
people deciding to relocate because of 
the region’s cultural amenities.

Mayor McCaslin said that apart 
from Sam Walton’s decision to 
locate Wal-Mart’s headquarters in 
Bentonville, “this will be the single 
largest event in a compact period of 
time that northwest Arkansas will ever 
experience.”

“That type of growth is conta-
gious,” McCaslin said. “When you 
start influxing your municipality with 
that many additional visitors each year, 
many of them visiting for the first 
time, there are a lot of ways to take 
advantage of that for your community. 
And I believe here in Bentonville that 
we have a lot of visionary, forward-
thinking people that are making the 
preparations to enjoy the upside that 
this will bring to all of us.”

Last year, city voters overwhelm-
ingly approved a $110 million bond 
issue, with $85 million of that to go to 

street projects to enable those visitors 
to get around more easily.

The town’s square, home to the 
Walton Five & Dime, the first store 
to bear Sam Walton’s name and now 
Wal-Mart’s museum and visitors’ cen-
ter, is undergoing renovation.

Clifford said that “250,000 people 
a year coming to the museum is one 
thing, but being able to put together 
the kind of a downtown that we need 
to keep them there becomes a whole 
different ballgame. So we’ve begun the 
Bentonville Square renovation proj-
ect Phase 2, and that will finish in 
September. The whole downtown area 
will kind of be transformed.”

Clifford sees a new hotel, along 
with a new planned parking garage, 
and noted a proposal for a children’s 
museum in the area. 

A shift has occurred, Clifford said. 
In the past, the area focused on creating 
“hard infrastructure” — roads, waste-
water treatment plants, the Northwest 
Arkansas Regional Airport. Now, 
the focus is on “soft infrastructure,” 
“which will keep the people who are 
here here and then attract people who 
normally wouldn’t look at our area 
because there’s nothing to do.” Except 
now, he said, there is. 

“There’s the botanical gardens 
in Fayetteville; there’s minor league 
baseball in Springdale; there’s a chil-
dren museum; there’s Crystal Bridges; 
there’s galleries in downtown; there’s a 
science and technology museum being 
talked about somewhere in northwest 
Arkansas — a whole bunch of stuff 
to do, which makes a whole different 
ballgame out of it,” Clifford said. 

“Then you’ve got a real economic 
development tool because we’re talk-
ing house sales and apartment leases 
and condo sales,” Clifford said. “So 
its effect is really much more signifi-
cant than just the 250,000 people who 
come here.”

“We’re on the doorstep, if you 
will, of a whole different northwest 
Arkansas,” he said. “And I think that’s 
really what Alice and the Walton Family 
Foundation and Crystal Bridges signal 
— that we move into a different era 
now, and that’s a really neat deal.”

Kalene Griffith, president of 
Bentonville’s Advertising & Promotion 
Commission, is a little more mea-
sured in her assessment, though no less 
enthusiastic.

“Crystal Bridges does not only exist 
for economic reasons, but that’s a nice 
side effect. It will provide our area 
with opportunities to re-create our 
downtown into a cultural and retail 
district. It will also give our com-
munity an appreciation of arts and 
humanities,” she said.

“I feel very uncomfortable person-
ally when I give an amount [of eco-
nomic impact dollars] because I think 
the thing about Crystal Bridges is 
it’s going to be such an asset for 
Bentonville and northwest Arkansas 
culturally. It’s making Bentonville a 

Museum: Dollars
To Follow the Art
(continued from  Page 1)

A model of the completed museum, above, viewed from the northwest. 
Below, the site plan for Crystal Bridges Museum of American Art.
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