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“The Execution of Lady Jane Grey” may rank as my favorite painting I’ve 

encountered so far. 
 

Currently hung in the National Gallery in London, the piece looms at 246 x 
297 centimeters (or about 8 x 10 feet).  It was painted by Paul Delaroche in 1833 
and depicts the execution of Lady Grey following what can only be called a nine day 
stint on the throne, unwittingly part of a scheme to preserve Protestantism in 
England.  The piece is not only beautiful, haunting, and heartbreaking, but it has also 
played a huge role in shaping the public’s view of this historical event. 
 

I like this painting for many reasons—Lady Jane wears a white dress as she 
kneels, blindfolded, before the wooden block where her head will be chopped off. 
The textures, including Lady Jane’s silk dress, the priest’s velvet robe, and the 
jagged, sharp edge of the executioner’s axe, all seem to jump off the canvas; it’s as if 
you can reach out and feel them.  As I mentioned earlier, it has shaped people’s idea 
of what really happened, accurate or not (it was actually painted as part of a series 
of “violence in history” works by Delaroche, and many have questioned it’s historical 
accuracy). 
 

I’ve taken many trips to the National Gallery to view Delaroche’s 
masterpiece, as well as some of my long favorite works incarnate—Bathers at La 
Grenouillère by Monet, Ulysses deriding Polyphemus from the Odyssey by Turner, 
Whistlejacket by George Stubbs, and countless others I’ve discovered since being 
here in London.  And the best part is, I can go free of charge, and stay for as long as I 
like.  I’m very aware the lack of entry fee makes a difference in my often impulse 
decisions to go visit the National Gallery, and I have to wonder whether I would 
have made these discoveries at all if there were an admission charge. 
 

Having spent the better part of my formative years in Washington D.C., I’m 
quite accustomed to free museums and attractions.  The Smithsonian Museums, 
Monuments (with a few exceptions) and the National Zoo are free to the public, 
mainly because they’re all funded by taxpayer dollars.  I remember when they first 
opened non-Smithsonian, for-charge museums like the Newseum in 1997, or the 
International Spy Museum down the street from the FBI building in 2002.  Both of 
these museums offered an interesting blend of popular entertainment and 
education that D.C. really hadn’t experienced before.  Unlike many of the 
Smithsonian Museums, which many criticized for alienating the less educated 
portions of the capital’s population and, quite frankly, for being too “boring”, these 
museums had interactive components as well—you could be  a secret agent while 
exploring the exhibitions, looking for clues throughout the museum.  Or you could 



explore the history of “Freedom of the Press” on a huge, movie-screen sized 
computer, listening to speeches and reading historic articles from pivotal points in 
the American narrative.  All this—for the low price if $22.95. 
 

When I only had to pay the youth admission price of $5.00, the Newseum was 
one of my favorite places to go in D.C..  Once I turned 19—eligible for the adult price, 
with 10% off if I remember to bring my college ID—I haven’t visited the Newseum 
at all.  (An interesting note to add: the youth admission price for the Newseum has 
since risen to $13.95 plus tax.) 
 

Youth and students are a key demographic for museums and other cultural 
attractions.  Every generation needs to know about history, society, and the culture 
that preceded theirs in order to pave a future for themselves.  But as a college 
student already deep in debt with steadily weaning financial support from my 
parents, a museum that charges admission is more than a slight turn off.  For 
students, the MoMA is $14.00, which is twice what I made an hour in my minimum 
wage paying job.  And I’m speaking from a comfortable middle-class point of 
view—there are so many in New York City to whom $14.00 is food budget for a 
week.  Whether necessary for the museum’s upkeep or not, it cannot be denied that 
charging entry for museums will inevitably cut off a healthy portion of potential 
visitors. 
 

The free museums in places like London and D.C. make art immediately more 
accessible.  One major difference I’ve noticed between London and New York is the 
public’s attitude toward the arts.  Here in London, art is not only for the pretentious, 
niche, upper-middle class, over-educated sector of society; it’s for everyone.  When 
my best friend lived in the student accommodations near Russell Square, she would 
take trips to the British Museum at least once a week to unwind, and every visit she 
would learn something new. 
 

According to the National Museum Directors' Council (NMDC), museums in 
England have been free since 2001, and visits actually increased 51% between 2000 
and 2010.  People started recommending museums, and not only did overall visits 
increase, but the visitors became much more diverse—in fact, the number of visitors 
from ethnic minority backgrounds increased almost 178%, highlighting the issue of 
accessibility when museums do charge.  Eliminating an admission fee also helped 
tourism and economy: in 2010, national museums comprised eight of the top ten 
United Kingdom’s visitor attractions.  Many may be quick to dismiss tourism and 
international visitors, but it’s important to keep in mind that tourism contributes 
8.2% of the UK’s GDP.  That being said, “there are now more visitors to the museums 
on Exhibition Road (the V&A, Natural History and Science Museums) each year than 
there are to the city of Venice.” 
 

Michael Rushton wrote an article for Quartz  titled, “Why museums shouldn’t 
be free”, in which he laid out the relative price of a museum in comparison to 



theater or opera or classical music: “we can see the Met’s magnificent collection for 
just $25, or visit the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam for just €15 ($20), or the Prado in 
Madrid for €14 ($18), and spend the entire day there among the greatest treasures 
of the art”.  He listed student prices, senior discounts, and free days as a few of the 
many ways museums could use “price discrimination” to make themselves more 
accessible, which he claimed is “much more effective than lowering prices for 
everyone”.  
 

But I think the question is not museum charges in and of themselves, but 
rather the value of art, particularly in a Capitalist society.  In a world where 
production and trade are more often than not for profit, one must wonder where art 
fits into the money making machine.  Aside from the extremely lucrative (and 
sometimes unexpectedly sinister) world of art dealing, what is a piece of art really 
worth ?  Or rather, what is it “worth” to go look at a collection of historically relevant 
and beautiful paintings? 
 

And another question—who decides what it’s worth?  If we’re operating 
under capitalist principles, the public, the buyers, decide how much a product is 
worth by dictating whether or not they’d pay the suggested amount for it, thus 
forcing suppliers to adjust their selling price accordingly if they want to make a 
profit. 
 

At this point, let us return to Mr. Rushton’s article.  As a buyer, he would 
gladly pay “just $25” to go to the Met in New York.  But what may be “just $25” for 
him may be allocated spending for the week for someone in worse circumstances 
than Mr. Rushton.  When I was in Madrid, one of our comrades from the hostel was 
unable to accompany us to the Prado, because he was not a student and had recently 
had his wallet stolen.  To him, the €14 was not worth it.  As a result, he wasn’t able 
to see the magnificent pieces we were able to, which raises the big question: isn’t 
everyone entitled to art? 
 

A brief digression: not too long ago, country singer turned iconic pop chart 
topper, Taylor Swift, pulled her music off the popular streaming service “Spotify”, 
telling Yahoo Music : “Everything new, like Spotify, all feels to me a bit like a grand 
experiment. And I'm not willing to contribute my life's work to an experiment that I 
don't feel fairly compensates the writers, producers, artists, and creators of this 
music.” 
 

Spotify is an online service which allows users to stream music for free from 
record labels including Sony, Universal, EMI, and Warner Music Group.  It comes in 
the form of an app, which offers free and paid services.  With the free app, users can 
stream licensed songs for as long as they like, with short advertisements played 
every few songs.  The paid, or “Premium”, service is $10.00 a month allows users to 
download music and listen to it offline, in addition to being ad free.  It’s a great 



service for music enthusiasts who don’t find it inconvenient or simply ineffectual to 
buy physical albums or pay $1.29 for singles on iTunes. 
 

But Spotify has received its fair share of criticism as well, mostly from artists 
themselves.  According to an article in The Guardian , Spotify’s business model buys 
music from record labels and distributors directly for a large lump sum.  Then, 
Spotify pays 70% of royalties to those distributors and keep 30% for their own 
profit.  The problem is, rights holders to the music usually receive somewhere 
between $.006 and $.0084 per stream…so not much.  Aloe Blacc, a singer and 
songwriter responsible for three Top Ten records in the past year, wrote an op-ed 
for Wired  called, “Streaming Services Need to Pay Songwriters Fairly”, in which he 
stated: “In return for co-writing a major hit song, I've earned less than $4,000 
domestically from the largest digital music service.” 
 

But not all artists agree with Taylor and Aloe.  Dave Grohl of the Foo Fighters 
was recently on the BBC Radio 1 Breakfast Show, during which he referenced an 
interview with Digital Spy : “I want people to hear our music, I don’t care if you pay 
$1 or f**king $20 for it, just listen to the f**king song. But I can understand how 
other people would object to that.”  During his Radio 1 interview, he referenced his 
touring and festival gigs.  He said to him, the “living” is made playing shows, not 
selling albums.  Technology has changed that model a long time ago.  Ed Sheeran, a 
close friend of Swift currently holding the number 3 album in the UK Top charts, got 
a royalty check from Spotify for €4.  But he told The Guardian , “This album was 
streamed 26 million times in the first week on Spotify, and that means 26 million 
people have heard my album.  That means a tenth of them might consider buying a 
ticket or going to a festival, and that's enough for me to tour very comfortably.”  
 

As a musician, I can see where Taylor Swift is coming from.  Regardless of 
whether or not the public should be able to access art for free or not, it is a hard 
enough business to be in much less to make any money.  But “comfort” is what it 
really comes down to here.  My issue is, she is  making money—she’s making 
boatloads of it.  At 22, Taylor Swift is already the highest paid popstars of 2014, 
according to Forbes , making almost $57 million from a composite of touring, record 
sales, publishing and licensing (she holds the rights to most of her songs having 
written them herself), merchandise, endorsements, and  streaming.  Taylor Swift is a 
businesswoman who has made a name and a living through, among other things, her 
art.  But at the core, she doesn’t think people are entitled to her work free of charge. 
 

As the music industry moves forward, so must the artists.  I understand what 
it’s like to feel unfairly compensated for days, months, or even years of hard work. 
But where Swift and I disagree is the fundamental idea that art has monetary value 
and that we, as music makers, deserve some sort of monetary compensation for 
every piece of music we create.  I release my own work on Soundcloud, another free 
online streaming service, and even offer free downloads.  Mind you, I’ve never 
gotten in the charts or gotten anywhere close to what Taylor Swift has achieved, but 



I like to think even if I do make it big one day, I’ll still offer some of my music free of 
charge, because like museums, music is an imperative part of our culture and 
society. I believe the value of music, or really art in general, is actually far more than 
any sum of money. 
 

The Arts Council of England has separated the value of arts and culture into 
four sections: society, education, economy, and health and wellbeing. In an evidence 
review the Arts Council conducted, they found these four areas to be directly 
impacted by arts and culture: 

A. Society.  In addition to promoting and supporting a sense of 
community, as well as people’s roles in it, the research found that 
“high school students who engage in the arts at school are twice as 
likely to volunteer than those who don't.” This suggests the arts are 
imperative for community cohesion. 

B. Education.  I came across two extremely fascinating findings in the 
benefits the arts have on education, namely 1) “students from low 
income families who take part in arts activities at school are three 
times more likely to get a degree than children from low income 
families that do not engage in arts activities at school”; and 2) 
“participation in structured arts activities increases cognitive 
abilities”.  Not only that, but literacy rates are higher among students 
who participate in the arts, and in the future, such students enjoy 
higher employability. 

C. Economy.  We’ve all heard this spiel before–the arts creates jobs and 
boosts tourism. But the numbers aren’t insignificant: “the UK arts and 
culture sector employs over 110,000 full time equivalent employees, 
over 99,000 of which are based in England”, not to mention smaller 
towns or less tourist-drawing areas, such as Yorkshire, that receive 
massive amounts of money from visitors for their arts attractions (in 
this case, Hepworth Wakefield). 

D. Health and Wellbeing.  My favorite quotation from this study is: 
“Participation in culture is significantly associated with good health 
and high life satisfaction”.  Basically, those who are active in the arts 
find themselves happier with the quality of their lives, which is a huge 
selling point, if you ask me. 

 
In my view, there is no monetary value for art of any kind. I see art as a vital 

part of our humanity, and there is no way to put a price tag on it. Charging 
admission to museums would be “privatizing creativity”, to use Max Haiven’s 
exceptionally clever term. As a result of free museums, London thrives not on 
consumption, but rather on absorption. Where New York City is a vibrant mixed 
salad, with all different sorts of people living on top of one another, London is able 
to be a fondue, a true melting pot of people, cultures, and ideas. It’s the reason 
London is unlike anywhere else, in England or beyond.  Art is not for the elite and 
the intellectuals, it’s for the public, and therefore, the public enjoys it.  If you want 



your music heard, you have to let people listen, and that’s exactly what London does 
best. 
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