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1. Transcript 

1.1. TAPE NUMBER: I, Side One (May 7, 1980) 

GOODWIN 

Mr. Donahue, first I'd like you to tell me about your family background. 

DONAHUE 

Well, the fact that I was born in Kentucky, in Louisville, on January 31, 1915, 

means that as a child I had two models given to me. One was Daniel Boone 

and the other was Thomas Jefferson. Daniel Boone stood for a kind of 

ruggedness and determination, a never-say-die attitude, a feeling that to be ill 
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was weakness, one was never permitted to be ill, and even though one could 

be quiet, not very aggressive in his statements, to have an underlying 

determination to accomplish what he set out to do. The second was of course 

Thomas Jefferson, and from Thomas Jefferson I suppose I inherited, from my 

mother's especially great interest in him, an essential humanism, a point of 

view that the world is about man, that man is of the greatest importance in 

this world. At the same time my mother always was concerned that we not be 

necessarily individual successes but successes as part of a group. Maybe that's 

part of her Irish background, that she felt that we should be part of an 

institution, be someplace where we could do service with other people, do 

service to the whole of society, rather than just stand out as a single 

individual. And I think that may be one of the reasons that all of my life I was 

in public institutions, because that's the way I was reared from the earliest 

recollection that I have. 

GOODWIN 

How long had your family lived in Louisville? 

DONAHUE 

My grandparents were born there, they were in each case— [phone rings? 

tape recorder off] My grandparents were all four born in Louisville. My 

father's mother was the only member of her family born in this country; the 

rest were born in Franconia, in Germany. And my father's father was the only 

one born in this country; the rest were born in Ireland. So I'm a mixture of the 

eleven who came from North Ireland; Conway, my maternal grandmother— 

Let me start over on that. My father's parents were Robert Donahue from 

North Ireland and Anna Metz from Franconia. My mother's parents were Mary 

Jane Conway from Galway and Henry James Walton from— We're not quite 

sure, because the family had been for many years in Virginia before it came to 

Kentucky, and we don't know whether they came from Ireland or from 

England. So those are the specifics. 

GOODWIN 

Well, what brought your forefathers to Kentucky? 

DONAHUE 



We have no idea. Probably some friends who had moved there, or we don't 

know, some opportunities in Kentucky. Actually my maternal grandfather died 

when I was a very small child. The one grandparent that I knew quite well, 

who lived the longest, was my grandfather Robert Donahue, who was a 

number of things but primarily a professional politician, a politician of that old 

type, like Bath House John and Hinky Dinky McKenna and the other machine 

politicians. When I was a sophomore in college, and he hoped that I would 

follow in his footsteps, he turned me over to a man named Boss Ryan, to 

teach me how to run chain voting, and to vote people who had already died, 

and all the old tricks that the corrupt politicians did in the past. He was one of 

the movers of the Republican party in Louisville, which was very often the 

minority party, because Louisville is much more strongly Democratic than it is 

Republican, but he always seemed to have made out well. At one time he was 

a judge, and I suppose laid the basis for my interest in politics and interest in 

the social sciences, into which my parents were very eager that I go. My father 

hoped that I would be a lawyer, and I just wasn't interested in being a lawyer. 

GOODWIN 

What was your father's occupation? 

DONAHUE 

He was in the department store business, but he had wanted to be a lawyer, 

and somehow it never did work out for himself, and so he hoped that I would 

be an attorney, and therefore when I went to the university, I went as a 

political science student. In fact, as a freshman I was a prelaw student, but I 

really didn't want to be an attorney, and therefore I changed my major, or 

rather I kept the same major but changed the orientation of it from law to 

international relations, because I had hoped at that time to go into some 

aspect of international relations and to go to Chicago and work with Frederick 

[Lewis] Schuman at the University of Chicago, who was one of the great men, 

certainly in the Middle West, a great man in international relations when I was 

at the university. That's actually where I was headed. 

GOODWIN 

Let's back up a step or two. Do you have brothers and sisters? 

DONAHUE 



Yes, I have four sisters, all alive and all in Miami, Florida, right now. 

GOODWIN 

What were your interests as a child? 

DONAHUE 

As a child I had two interests: one was in drawing and one was in literature. So 

I used to do the Christmas illustrations on the blackboards, go around from 

class to class when I was in elementary school, and did a lot of drawing. In fact 

what I was very much interested in was being an architect, but there was no 

architectural school in Louisville, and for some reason my family didn't want 

me to go away to school. They wanted me to stay at home, and they weren't 

particularly interested in my being an architect anyway, they wanted me to be 

a lawyer. So that didn't come to anything. The other [interest] was literature, 

and my great accomplishment by the time I had finished elementary school 

was reading all of Shakespeare's plays, and memorizing many of the roles. 

GOODWIN 

Did you attend the public schools in Louisville? 

DONAHUE 

Well, I don't know if we should get into that or not, because that brings up the 

matter of religion, and I don't know whether I want to reveal my religious 

background, because most people here don't know it. I think I'd lose a lot of 

friends if I did it. 

GOODWIN 

All right. 

DONAHUE 

I can tell you off the tape why. 

GOODWIN 

Okay. [tape recorder turned off] 

DONAHUE 



In response to your question, going back, I attended elementary school in 

Louisville and then a private high school in which the orientation was towards 

the humanities and towards history. I received a splendid background, as far 

as a high school can offer, a splendid background in world history; so that by 

the time I entered the university I had a great interest in both history and the 

social sciences, as well as in the humanities in general, as far as I was 

acquainted with them. I wasn't very well acquainted, I had not much 

association with music, or actually with the visual arts, other than doing a lot 

of drawing on my own. It wasn't until I took that first humanities course that 

was at that time required of all students—the dean, Dean [Julius J.] 

Oppenheimer, had just brought to the University of Louisville from the 

University of Chicago the requirement that all students take a humanities 

course—and that first humanities course, which was one term of literature 

and then the second term divided into six weeks of music history, six weeks of 

art history, and six weeks of philosophy, that was really a new life. And as a 

sophomore— During my freshman year I concentrated on two things: on 

getting my feet wet in social sciences, getting some orientation towards the 

social sciences, and on activities. Those activities included quite a number of 

things, extracurricular activities: the newspaper, I had been editor of the high 

school newspaper, and so immediately I became a reporter on the college 

newspaper, and eventually became managing editor of the college 

newspaper, the Cardinal of the University of Louisville; then the International 

Relations Club; the Civics Club; each of which I became president. 

GOODWIN 

You were a politician! 

DONAHUE 

And one of the campus political parties, as well as the theater, and I was in 

three plays my freshman year. So I had a great time sampling the 

extracurricular activities, and little by little settled down by the second year 

into still the International Relations Club, the Civic League, the newspaper, and 

a newly formed Italian club, because there was no Italian being offered as a 

language. I had some very good training in French, so that I asked the head of 

the Romance languages department if there was any possibility of having an 

Italian course. And he said, "No, but you can form an Italian club, and I will 



assign somebody to give a little grammar once a week." So that's how I had 

my first introduction to Italian, so I formed the Italian Club. Unfortunately, it 

didn't last very long because there weren't enough people interested to stay 

with it. But at least I got a little pronunciation and began to be a little more 

familiar with the language, so that I could go on and study by myself 

eventually. 

GOODWIN 

What became your major? 

DONAHUE 

Actually, my major was political science, but I was much more interested in 

literature and languages than I was really in political science, although I don't 

deny an interest, I still had a lively interest. What I was not interested in, I 

suppose, was the mechanics of political science. I took a lot of courses in 

administration and so on, but I was not really so much interested in how to 

run a road department, which is really the kind of concrete courses that were 

being offered, how to do that, as in political philosophy and general theory of 

political science and international relations. So my direction in all of these was 

towards international relations until the last term of my senior year. And then, 

as managing editor of the newspaper, I got information before it was 

disseminated. A note came that a man named Richard Krautheimer was 

coming to Louisville, and he was an art historian. Well, nobody knew what an 

art historian was. In fact the story is told that Justice [Louis D.] Brandeis called 

President Kent of the university, President Raymond Kent, one day, and said, 

"Do you have need for an art historian?" And President Kent said, "Art 

historian? What is that?" And he said, "Well, now let me tell you before you go 

on, " he said. "My cousins, the Flexners, have just discovered in Italy a young 

man who deserves saving. He's a refugee from Germany who's working at the 

Pontifical Institute for Christian Archaeology, but he and his wife only get 

enough money to barely keep alive, for a little pasta and a few leaves of 

lettuce a day, and he's a brilliant young scholar, and I think we ought to bring 

him to this country. He is an art historian." With which President Kent said, 

"Oh, art historian! We were just considering establishing a department of art 

history. We've never had one here and we feel that there's a great need for 

it." So that's how the notice came around that Professor Richard Krautheimer 



was coming to the university. I went to the— [phone rings; tape recorder off] 

OK, where were we? 

GOODWIN 

You were explaining Richard Krautheimer's arrival at the university. 

DONAHUE 

So when I got the notice I went to the dean and asked him if there was any 

possibility of working with the new European scholar who was coming. Now, I 

didn't have any idea what history of art was, any more than President Kent 

had. He might have been in abnormal psychology or nuclear physics or almost 

anything else. I wanted to work with him because he was a European scholar, 

and if my goal was to work in some aspect in international relations, either 

international journalism or international diplomacy, then I wanted to have 

that opportunity. So the dean said that if I could get a release from the 

political science department, in which I was working as a teaching assistant, if I 

could get a release he would then assign me to Krautheimer. He said, "Nobody 

else wants to work with him. He doesn't even speak English." 

GOODWIN 

How old was Krautheimer at this time? 

DONAHUE 

Krautheimer was about thirty-five or thirty-six. So the day Krautheimer arrived 

at the university, I went to introduce myself and found that he was already 

down in the stacks of the library, and I still remember seeing him for the first 

time, standing with an early nineteenth- century edition of the Vatican Virgil, 

one of the few dozen books on the history of art that the university had. I 

introduced myself as his student assistant, with great presumption, and we 

began to— So he said, "Well, let's get started." There were those few dozen 

art history books and a few dozen slides, hand-colored, all of paintings by 

Arnold Böcklin. And those were the treasures with which the department was 

started. And so we worked from early morning—in fact I had breakfast with 

the Krautheimers six mornings a week—and from early morning until 

sometimes eleven or twelve at night, frequently until eleven or twelve at 

night, working on several things: on laying the basis for building a department; 



establishing a slide collection, an art library, a curriculum, and a photographic 

collection; and then working on his lectures, because at first— It isn't true that 

he didn't speak English, but his English was not very fluent. He read English 

very well, but he had not the opportunity of speaking it, so he had not only to 

make it English, but good colloquial Kentuckian for the students at the 

university. So we went over each lecture, and he sort of rehearsed at first, he 

rehearsed every lecture so that he would have his phrases exactly right. Then 

the third thing we worked on was his articles and lectures he was to give 

elsewhere, because immediately he began to be invited back to New York and 

other parts of the country to give lectures as a distinguished scholar. Young as 

he was, he was already quite well known as an Early Christian archaeologist. 

So we worked on those lectures. And I began working with him then on [the] 

English edition of his Corpus of Early Christian Basilicas in Rome, which has 

now been published in its entirety finally after these many years. Well, it was 

only a short time ago that the last fascicle came out, so it's been his major life 

work. In addition to that, of course, he has done also a fundamental work on 

Lorenzo Ghiberti, published by the Princeton [University] Press, which is a kind 

of foil to his work in Early Christian architecture; and the Pelican volume on 

Early Christian architecture; and a recently published history of the city of 

Rome, from the beginning to the end of the Middle Ages; and scores of 

articles and reviews. 

GOODWIN 

How long did he remain at Louisville? 

DONAHUE 

He remained there for a year and a half; he came at the— So I stayed with him 

the last half of my senior year and got my degree in political science, and then 

transferred my major to history of art. So I stayed working with him that next 

year, both as a graduate student and as an assistant. It's the kind of training 

that one could— I still pinch myself to think that it should have happened to 

me; it's like being an apprentice to one of the great scholars of the 

seventeenth century or the eighteenth century. 

GOODWIN 

How did he find Louisville? 



DONAHUE 

Rather amusing. In fact he had such an impact on the community, on, let's say, 

the cultural life of the community, that the people began to talk about things 

in terms of "Before Krautheimer" and "After Krautheimer," There was a fine 

old post office, for example, that was going to be torn down, and he 

immediately started waging a battle to save the old post office, which has 

been preserved, and really roused the community to become interested in its 

architecture and in its own heritage. That's where we immediately had 

something in common, because he was terribly excited about Thomas 

Jefferson, and including Thomas Jefferson as part of the heritage of not only 

Virginia but of that state of Kentucky which had once been part of Virginia. He 

felt that the legacy of Thomas Jefferson was still very much alive, and as I 

mentioned before, as children we were given the ideal of Thomas Jefferson to 

follow, and many of his quotations were passed on to us. 

GOODWIN 

Could you describe further what kind of a town Louisville was during your 

youth? 

DONAHUE 

Well, the population was 325,000? at least that was an indication of the size. It 

was a town that was just really beginning to grow and, as far as the cultural 

life, had more of a musical orientation, and to some extent literary 

orientation, than it did an orientation towards the visual arts. In fact the visual 

arts still have not flourished in Louisville. There is at least a museum there 

now, and the museum was there when I was there. As a child I used to go 

walking on Sunday afternoon out to see the museum, but it wasn't a place 

that you'd go to very often, because the things that were there were mostly 

paintings and sculptures that were brought by Mrs. [J. B.] Speed, who built the 

museum, when she was a girl living on the Via Margutta in Rome, and so it 

was all late Victorian painting. 

GOODWIN 

Why did music flourish, as opposed to the visual arts? 

DONAHUE 



Well, I think partially it was that there was a fairly large German population. 

The Germans had brought music to Cincinnati, and then from Cincinnati on 

down to Louisville. There was a distinguished conservatory of music in 

Cincinnati, and the people interested went there. In fact, as students we used 

to go to Cincinnati to hear operas, because there was no opera in Louisville, 

but there was a regular opera season in Cincinnati. It was 110 miles away, but 

like people in Texas, we'd drive up for the concert and come back that 

evening. And usually the car [was] filled with twelve to fifteen people, all 

packed in, each one paying his fifty cents or whatever it was to contribute to 

the gasoline to go from Louisville to Cincinnati. There was also a museum in 

Cincinnati that "After Krautheimer" we learned to visit, but "Before 

Krautheimer" very few people except that very, very small group that had a 

particular interest. There was one man named Morris [B.] Belknap who 

contributed very handsomely to the university towards the establishment of 

the art department, he was a painter, a kind of dilettante painter, and used to 

also bring exhibitions of prints and drawings to his studio, so that the public 

could visit them—I say public, excuse me, it wasn't—so that the invited could 

visit them. Because Louisville was very much a socially stratified community, 

and if you happened to know Morris Belknap then you were invited; if you 

didn't know Morris Belknap you weren't invited, so it wasn't something open 

to everyone. And of course there was still a very stringent black separation. 

There was a black municipal university, and our postman, for example, had a 

son who was a student at the black university, which had a very, very poor 

library. He was a political science major, as I was at the time, so that every 

now and then the postman would bring me a list of a few fundamental books 

that were not available, and I could take them out of the library at the 

university, bring them to the postman, he could take them to his son to use, 

and then he could bring them back. But his son could not of course have come 

to the university and taken them out. 

GOODWIN 

Blacks didn't visit the art museum either. 

DONAHUE 

No. And as far as I remember they could not go to the concert hall either. We 

did have very good seasons of theater, and there's an old tradition of theater 



in Louisville. It was one of the major theatrical cities for troupes to stop at 

during the, late nineteenth century and early twentieth century, and so the 

great actors and actresses all came to Louisville. Whether they are staying 

over for the Derby, or whether they were drinking mint juleps at the 

Pendennis Club, or whatever they were doing, they liked Louisville. Apparently 

Louisville was one of those places they liked to visit, and so some of the 

great— There was quite good theater there, and since I had a special interest 

in theater, I got to see practically all— except the histories, they didn't come—

but the tragedies and comedies of Shakespeare were brought by the Ben 

Greet Company that came every year for many, many, many years. The, what 

was it, fifty cents, or something like that, admission, so that it was really 

readily available, in a very large auditorium where there were plenty of seats, 

and performances were repeated often enough. There were first-run 

Broadway plays as well; there just wasn't opera. There was a Louisville 

Symphony, which later gained great distinction for its presentation of modern 

music, and then the Cincinnati Symphony came down, at that time conducted 

by Eugene Goosens, and came down and gave a number of concerts every 

year. And then Mrs. Speed had chamber music. There again one had to know 

Mrs. Speed or had to know somebody who knew Mrs. Speed to be invited, but 

if you were part of that circle, then you could go to a chamber music concert a 

couple of times a month. Usually she had them on Sunday afternoons. There 

was a Louisville public forum, to which the people like [Aldous] Huxley, and 

whoever were the great popular speakers, used to come, and that was on 

Sunday evening. And that was open to the public. I think you paid a dollar for 

membership, or something like that, and could come all year. That was really a 

splendidly organized public forum, but as I said the opportunities in music and 

the visual arts were really restricted to the friends of the friends of the people 

who sponsored them. 

GOODWIN 

When did you begin to realize that Louisville had its limitations? 

DONAHUE 

I think I was conscious of it, being a political science major, I think I was 

conscious of it at least—well, let me say from the time I was maybe a 

sophomore at the university. I don't think I was conscious of it in high school, 



and here you say, "What kind of a town is it?" By the time I was twenty-one, 

twenty-two, twenty-three when I left there, I'd probably worn out three 

tuxedos. That's the kind of town it is; there's a lot of dressing up. It was in 

those days, and no girl would appear on Fourth Street, which was the center 

of town, without a hat and gloves. So there was a lot of old Southern tradition, 

a lot of dressing up, even though Louisville was a border city—and I had one 

granduncle who had fought in the Union army and another granduncle and his 

brother who had fought in the Confederate army. And even an accent, a 

Southern accent or a Northern accent, was a point of view. There was a 

Louisville accent, and a lot of people had that; but then some people preferred 

to have a Southern accent, so they emphasized the Southernisms, and other 

people preferred to have a Northern accent, and they emphasized the 

Northernisms. So it's very much a border town. But there was a lot of the old 

South still alive, and there were good things in that tradition as well as bad 

ones. As a child growing up, I sort of resented— I guess in school I was taught 

that the Confederacy was entirely wrong, and everything about the South was 

wrong because of slavery. And I'd say here because of my own family treating 

the black people so badly, which may be one of the reasons that I felt that I 

had to make up for that the rest of my life! 

GOODWIN 

Did you consider yourself a Southerner? 

DONAHUE 

No, no, I considered myself one of the Northerners [laughter] living in 

Louisville. That came along, and I don't know whether any of that came 

from— No, I think that must have come from teachers, I don't think it came 

from home, because as I said, my family kept a separate set of dishes outside 

for black people who might be working around the house to use, and although 

I had a black nurse, but that was something else. 

GOODWIN 

It's part of the tradition. 

DONAHUE 

But they did treat them very badly—and how did we get to that? I'm sorry. 



GOODWIN 

All right. Did you have any particular desire to leave Louisville? 

DONAHUE 

I think the question is not did I, but when did I, when did it begin. And I'm not 

so sure whether— I think I would have liked to have gone away to college if 

my parents had agreed to it, but as I said, they didn't, and I don't think it 

disturbed me very much that I stayed in Louisville. I know some young people 

are very eager to get out of their hometown and move to another 

environment. It wasn't until I was well into the university that I immediately 

thought of, that I was thinking of leaving Louisville. Certainly by the time I was 

a senior I had no idea of spending the rest of my life there, and so Krautheimer 

offered the perfect opportunity to leave, when he— He stayed there only one 

year, no, a year and a half, and then at the end of that time he went to Vassar 

[College], to teach undergraduate at Vassar, and then to the graduate school 

at New York University, to the Institute of Fine Arts to teach graduate courses. 

He came down there to teach just one course a term, either in Early Christian 

architecture or renaissance or baroque architecture, and then Dr. [Justus] Bier 

came to Louisville. 

GOODWIN 

While you were still— 

DONAHUE 

While I was still there; so I stayed on one more year as a student assistant to 

Dr. Bier. 

GOODWIN 

What was his background? 

DONAHUE 

He had two interests. I'm trying to remember where he was born. He was also 

a southerner, like Krautheimer had been, but it was from Bavaria, and 

Krautheimer was from Franconia, which is northern Bavaria, but I don't 

remember what town he was from. But in any event he had most recently 

been the director of the Kestner Gesellschaft in Hanover. He had two primary 



interests: one is Tilman Riemenschneider, and he's done what are still the 

fundamental books on Tilman Riemenschneider. He's almost identified with 

Riemenschneider, he's given so much of his life to him, and he's published his 

three standard volumes, and then a kind of souvenir book on 

Riemenschneider, and new discoveries on Riemenschneider, and dozens of, or 

hundreds of articles on Riemenschneider; so he is "Mr. Riemenschneider." 

Which means that he introduced me to medieval and late medieval sculpture, 

northern sculpture. Whereas Trude Krautheimer [Richard Krautheimer's wife] 

was a specialist in Italian sculpture, and so I began to have a little idea of 

sculpture from Trude, as well as what I learned from Richard, who gave 

basically courses on the whole history of art during the years I was with him. 

He gave a survey course, to which all the football players came the first term, 

because they thought it was going to be a snap course: it's art, it must be easy. 

And then he did something which they all felt was completely unfair, for 

they'd been used to memorizing a certain number of facts. In one of the 

introductory courses on history of architecture, a survey of history of 

architecture, he had talked all term or all year on the development of spatial 

relations in architecture, and space and form relations in architecture, so of 

course they set about memorizing a lot of buildings and dates and names. 

Then as the final exam he had only one question: describe the space of the 

room in which you have been sitting the past six months. So with that 

unfairness, they left as a body as they had come in a body, and from then on 

people had the idea that an art history class was a serious class and wasn't just 

a snap course to be taken by somebody who wanted to sleep or amuse 

himself. 

GOODWIN 

Did Krautheimer arrange for Bier to come? 

DONAHUE 

Yes, Krautheimer, when he was going off to Vassar, he arranged for Bier to 

come. Bier's second interest was modern art, because the Kestner 

Gesellschaft was one of the private institutions for modern art in Hanover and 

had sponsored such artists as— Well, the whole group of Bauhaus artists were 

closely associated and had exhibitions there. [Eliezer] Lissitzky designed a 

room; Kurt Schwitters had big exhibitions there, and of course Kurt Schwitters 



was the great Hanover master of dada and constructivist instruction, and so 

he was closely associated, as was Kate Steinitz, who later came to Los Angeles 

and became librarian at Elmer Belt Library [of Vinciana]. I don't know in her 

biography, if you've recorded it, how much of her background in Hanover was 

recorded; so I'll put in a paragraph, which you might cut out if you want later. 

GOODWIN 

Sure, go right ahead. 

DONAHUE 

Kate had a number of lives. Her first life was as an art student in Berlin, and 

then she married a medical doctor, who became the head of the general 

hospital in Hanover. And then as a lady of society, she had a big house and an 

important position, and that big house enabled her not just to have the 

political dignitaries of Hanover come to visit but enabled her to have the 

whole group of Bauhaus artists come to stay with her when they were there. 

Kurt Schwitters was practically a member of her family, and they did some 

plays together, and Schwitters used to make sugar sculpture for her children, 

and she had quite a number of Schwitter's objects when I visited her here in 

Los Angeles. 

GOODWIN 

How did she wind up in Los Angeles? 

DONAHUE 

She went to New York, and that's where we met her, in New York. Because 

she was a friend of Bier's from Hanover, he gave us her name, so she was one 

of the first people we met in New York. There she was also associated with— 

When Hitler came into power in Germany they left and came to New York, 

and Dr. Steinitz was practicing medicine, was no longer a hospital 

administrator but was practicing medicine in Kew Gardens. Kate was 

investigating the art world of New York, but also bringing as many artists and 

performers and musicians, and as many artists of all kinds as she could from 

Europe, and bring them into this country. And as a result of that I signed as a 

good-faith witness, American citizen, good-faith witness for scores and scores 

of European artists coming into the country that Kate had lined up. That's 



getting a little ahead of our story, but as a member of the staff of the Museum 

of Modern Art I had some— It looked awfully good on paper! It doesn't mean I 

had that much money or importance, but it looked good on paper for the 

officials. One never went to Kate's home but that she had three or four people 

staying with her who had just arrived in this country, and one more interesting 

than the next. And I kept telling her what she really should do is write her 

memoirs, especially concerning [Kurt] Schwitters and the Bauhaus artists—

[Wassily] Kandinsky, [Paul] Klee, [Walter] Gropius, [Marcel] Breuer—all of 

them; also other younger people like Herbert Bayer and Sandy Shawinsky and 

so on, they were all very close friends of hers. No, she wanted to do 

something serious and philosophic, and so she read extensively in the 

philosophy of art and was going to do a book on the philosophy of art with a 

man named [James W.] Lane, I've forgotten his first name. I never did think 

much of the book, of the concept of the book, and the book was never 

published, but at least it gave her an acquaintance with the literature of art, 

especially from the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries. So Dr. 

Steinitz died. One of her daughters went off to Israel and unfortunately died 

there of some kind of epidemic. Dr. Steinitz seemed to have, if one can do 

that, grieved himself to death, but he took it very hard and not long 

afterwards he died. Another daughter had moved to Los Angeles, so Kate 

came out to visit her daughter. And while she was here she got a kidney stone, 

and she said that's the way she got to the Elmer Belt Library, because of her 

kidney stone. So being a doctor's wife, she could obviously have the best 

urologist in Los Angeles to operate on her for her kidney stone, and that was 

Elmer Belt. And in the course of her recuperation, they began talking about his 

great passion, Leonardo, and up until that time he had collected prints of 

Leonardo, especially anatomical prints, prints after drawings of Leonardo, 

books about Leonardo as a scientist, but was very little interested in Leonardo 

as an artist. And Kate said, "Well, you just can't present a man as rounded as 

Leonardo was in a unilateral manner. You have to have your library (to which 

he introduced her then, when she was ambulatory again), you have to build 

up the other aspect of your library, and that is Leonardo as an artist. You can't 

just have Leonardo but you have to have all those source books that mention 

Leonardo, and that the people who are interested in Leonardo have to look 

into." So he said, "Well, why don't you come help me do that?" And little by 



little she became the librarian, then of the library of Vinciana, and together 

they built it to the state in which it was presented to UCLA. 

GOODWIN 

And she maintained her contacts with the European artists? 

DONAHUE 

Oh yes, oh yes. While she was even living here on Goshen [Avenue] a few 

blocks away, she still had many European artists come to visit her and carried 

on correspondence with them as long as they lived. 
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GOODWIN 

Do you want to say anything further about Kate Steinitz? 

DONAHUE 

Only that her wanting to be a philosopher, to write about philosophy of art in 

New York, which might have come to naught, prepared her to take the job 

with Dr. [Elmer] Belt when she came to Los Angeles; so fate had, in taking her 

away from that publication on modern art, which could have been, I think, a 

very significant one, prepared her for another quite different career. 

GOODWIN 

Did Dr. [Justus] Bier remain in— 

DONAHUE 

Dr. Bier remained in Louisville for some years after I left, and then went to 

Raleigh as the director of the North Carolina Museum of Art, where he stayed 

until he retired, I guess about a decade ago now, and he still lives in Raleigh 

and is still writing on Tilman Reimenschneider. 

GOODWIN 

Well, when did you decide to become an art historian? 

DONAHUE 



Oh, by the time I had finished that first term with Krautheimer in Louisville, I 

decided this was the most exciting field that I could possibly get into. It 

combined so many of my earlier interests: in languages, in literature, in 

cultural history in general, in history, in social sciences, and the possibility of 

travel, and especially, I suppose going back to my very early childhood and 

Thomas Jefferson, in man and what makes him tick. And so I, filled with 

enthusiasm, stayed another year and worked with Dr. Bier and then 

Krautheimer arranged, through John McAndrew, who was curator of 

architecture at the Museum of Modern Art and a good friend of 

Krautheimer's, arranged for a job for me at the Museum of Modern Art and a 

scholarship at the graduate school of New York University, at the Institute of 

Fine Arts at New York University. So in September 1938 I appeared in New 

York to become a lecturer in the galleries. There of course it was the good 

fortune of having worked with Dr. Bier for that year, almost exclusively on 

modern European art, that I had any idea what was going on at the Museum 

of Modern Art. Because Krautheimer came up only very briefly into the 

twentieth century, and then mostly architecture of the twentieth century, 

whereas there was a year of concentrated work with Bier on twentieth 

century art, and so I was to be given— There were three docents at the time: 

a girl named Ruth Olsen, who has disappeared from the field entirely; Inez 

Garson, who is still working, still at the Hirshhorn; and I was the third. We 

were paid docents, which was something rather unusual, and we gave gallery 

talks to the children and to the public and to everybody else, and then in the 

lecture hall we gave a series of lectures for members, and in the members 

room upstairs sometimes and sometimes in the theater we gave series of 

lectures for members. 

GOODWIN 

What was the atmosphere of the Museum of Modern Art in those days? 

DONAHUE 

It was the most exciting place in the world. The museum was just moving. I 

went there in '38, in September '38, and the museum was just planning to 

move from the basement of the Time and Life Building to its new building, and 

I still remember I was to be given about two months just to prepare talks on 

the exhibitions, because there were only loan exhibitions in the Time and Life 



Building, no permanent collection was shown at that time. The big show that 

was there when I went to the museum was the Bauhaus exhibition, and 

fortunately I had a pretty good background in it from Bier, who was so closely 

associated with it, and so I was there two days, I had two days of my two 

months of preparation, when someone upstairs called down and said, "We 

need a docent to give a gallery talk this afternoon, the other docent is ill." And 

so I was immediately put on the floor. At the end of the talk, I was never 

aware of having much of an accent, but at the end of the talk there were two 

people that came up and said, "Young man, when you learn to speak English 

with an accent we can understand, we'll come back and hear you again." So I 

must have had a very, very pronounced Louisville accent. But fortunately I did 

have a great time with that exhibition, and I had the opportunity of meeting 

Gropius and Breuer and a number of the other people from the Bauhaus who 

were in this country actually at that time. 

GOODWIN 

Did you have any contact with Alfred Barr? 

DONAHUE 

Yes, and I'll tell you the story of my closest contact in the first few months I 

was at the museum with Alfred Barr. Shortly after the new museum opened, 

the Museum of Modern Art presented the Italian masters exhibition that had 

been at the San Francisco World's Fair, and it stopped strangely there and not 

at the Metropolitan [Museum], but it did stop there on its way back. An 

incredible exhibition that started with Masaccio; it went through such works 

as Donatello's David and the Botticelli Birth of Venus, and really a great, great 

show. And among the paintings was Paul III by Titian, that we've had here just 

recently in the Venetian exhibition, and the only other time that it's ever been 

in this country. So I was giving a gallery talk, and I was very happy with that, 

because I was back with old master paintings that I was working on at the 

institute; so I was delighted that I could give gallery talks on that show. In the 

course of the talk, I mentioned—I didn't feel without any particular reference 

to the character of the pope—I mentioned in passing something about the 

hand resting on his purse. Well, the next morning I had a call from Alfred Barr 

as soon as I got in, and he said, "I've had a complaint from St. Patrick's, one of 

the young monsignori was over and said you talked about the pope's hand 



resting on his purse. And the implication that he drew from that is that the 

public would assume that his major concern was money (which it certainly 

was, and the power of course even more), not spiritual values." And he said, 

"Let's have lunch and talk about it." So I thought, "Oh, here I'm going to be 

fired before I've even got established." And so we went over to Larry's 

Restaurant, I still remember it very well, and we had lunch. Well, first came a 

soup and then came a regular course, and then came the salad and then came 

a dessert and some beverage; and all the time Alfred Barr talked about other 

things that were planned at the museum and so on, never a word about the 

monsignore. And then as we were— I thought, "Well, isn't he ever going to get 

around—you can imagine, I hardly digested a bit of my food—ever going to 

get around to talking about it?" Finally at the very end of the meal, as we were 

getting up to leave, he said, "Oh, about that telephone call. You know, I come 

from a long line of Scottish anti-Papists." So that was my first contact with 

Alfred Barr. I grew to have really great, great affection for him, and he's a man 

who's easy to have affection for. Although at that time, after the museum 

moved into the new building, there was a shift in administration, with people 

like Iris Barry and her husband, John Abbot, and Monroe Wheeler taking over 

from Alfred Barr and Dorothy Miller, who had been the guiding light to the 

museum before that time. We certainly, the younger staff and I think the older 

staff too, I think most of the staff would have hoped that he would take a very 

strong position and say, "No, I'm still the director, and I'm going to remain the 

director." And we would have been willing to have forfeited our jobs, gone out 

on strike, done anything to keep him there in that position, but instead he 

said, "No, I think as director of collections I can turn over the administration 

and the policy-making to someone else and just work on the permanent 

collection." Whether he was right or wrong we will never know. He still 

continued to write catalogs, he did some major exhibitions, he did work 

extensively on the permanent collection, and so made a great contribution. 

But whether the museum might have taken a different direction if he had 

remained, I think is probable. 

GOODWIN 

In what way? 

DONAHUE 



Well, remain a more scholarly institution, possibly less influenced by politics 

and less influenced by kind of PR and popular enthusiasms and so on. But in 

any event, at the same time that I was there, there were WPA [Works Progress 

Administration] docents who came in with groups of schoolchildren. One of 

those docents was Zero Mostel, who started as a painter, you know, and he 

used to keep his students in absolute stitches as he gave gallery talks. So we 

used to all sneak down and scoot down to a six-year-old size so we could listen 

to Zero Hostel's talk about how a big Mexican sacrificial altar was an ashtray 

for the giant priests. He just invented everything as he went along, so I'm sure 

that the children remember more about Zero Mostel's Mexican history than 

any Mexican history they've ever heard. 

GOODWIN 

Do you have a feeling as to where the Museum of Modern Art was headed, 

what its significance was in its own time? 

DONAHUE 

Well, we felt at that time—of course it was through the early years of the 

war—and we felt very much that it was the leader in the whole world, and 

certainly it was awakening this country. One of the first big traveling shows 

from the museum was a cubism and abstract show in 1936, I think it was, and 

that show really caused great revolutions of taste, revolutions of perception, 

as it went through the country, that I don't think are ever going to be 

adequately recorded, since so many of the hundreds of people or thousands 

of people who saw it had their vision changed without anybody ever knowing 

it. And I think we were all very much aware of that, because all of us had 

experienced it somewhere. I saw the cubism and abstract show in Cincinnati, 

and thought that it was the most— In fact I think I went there with one of 

Krautheimer's classes and thought it was the most exciting thing that I had 

ever seen. And it certainly opened my eyes to the twentieth century in a way 

that nothing ever had before or after opened my eyes to any period of the 

history of art. 

GOODWIN 

Do you remember any other anecdotes as a docent relating to the public at 

the Museum of Modern Art, any humorous experiences? 



DONAHUE 

After I was there a couple of years, I was there from '38 to '43, so after a while 

you get a certain security in an education job and you can develop your own 

program. And I had what was called the Sunday afternoon heckle session, and 

we started about one-thirty and went on to about five o'clock, every Sunday 

afternoon, and people came back Sunday after Sunday after Sunday. We went 

through the permanent collection, or sometimes a loan show, but mostly the 

permanent collection for those heckle sessions, and people just brought out 

all their gripes and all their—because after all in the thirties modern art was 

not very well accepted. And one of the things I used to do was to send them 

back the next Sunday to the Metropolitan Museum, or several Sundays in a 

row to the Metropolitan Museum, and have them look at a specific picture, 

just go and see that picture, and try to see what they saw in that picture. Then 

come back and look at Cezanne or a Picasso or a Miró or whoever we had at 

the Museum of Modern Art, or in the permanent collection, or Paul Klee, and 

see what they found in those pictures. I found that it was the best teaching 

device that I could possibly have mustered, because as long as you kept talking 

about contemporary art the general public felt it was a thing apart, had 

nothing to do with the old masters. Old masters are easy, and this is difficult. 

Well, once you send them to the old masters, and sometimes then we'd 

discuss a particular old master at the Met, in the galleries of the Museum of 

Modern Art, because for example the complex iconography, which no one had 

realized was there, and then the complex formal principles, and so on, so it 

was really through combining those two institutions and sending people to 

both of them that we were able to make a lot of converts for the Museum of 

Modern Art. 

GOODWIN 

Did you enjoy lecturing? 

DONAHUE 

Oh, very much, yes. I loved it. 

GOODWIN 

What were some of your favorite pictures? 



DONAHUE 

Well, I think, going through the permanent collection, it's such a great 

collection, that I suppose if I had to pick out one picture it would have been 

the Cezanne Pines and Rocks, but I love them almost all. There were a few 

things that I wasn't very happy with, but almost all. Of course we also talked 

about the loan exhibitions, and the museum's policy at that time was not to 

have only modern art, but there was a big exhibition of American Indian Art, 

another of South Pacific. There had been earlier an exhibition of Mexican, 

there had been a Mayan exhibition ["Twenty Centuries of Mexican Art"]. 

GOODWIN 

Folk art? 

DONAHUE 

Folk art, yes; there was a little different folk art. There was a big Mexican show 

that took up the entire museum, all floors; the lower floor was pre-Columbian, 

and George Valliant was the man who came to discuss those with the docents 

before the show opened, not very long before he committed suicide, which 

made us all terribly unhappy because we were so tremendously impressed by 

him when he was there, as a human being as well as a scholar. So there was 

pre-Columbian on the lower floor, colonial and folk art on the next floor, and 

modern art on the third floor. And so there was a large, large folk art section, 

and there were other exhibitions that included folk art, but not a great 

amount, actually. It was more of what we now call ethnic arts, and what used 

to be called primitive arts. So we got a well-diversified training, working at the 

Museum of Modern Art. 

GOODWIN 

Well, I'd like you to compare your academic experience at the Institute of Fine 

Arts to your museum experience. 

DONAHUE 

Well, then I was at the institute at the same time, and there I worked primarily 

with Walter Friedlaender, who was the specialist in seventeenth century. 

When I had the opportunity of going to the institute, I talked with Krautheimer 

about a major, and he said that his advice to students was always to choose 



two areas, one area that was in the center of popularity and growing in 

popularity, and the other which was quite neglected but had an opportunity of 

being an important area within one's lifetime. And of course modern art was 

just beginning to reach its point of—well, not yet even beginning to reach its 

point of greatest excitement, but in New York and for the country, it was 

reaching its point of greatest excitement. So that became my minor, and then 

for my major, and I'm still not quite sure why, but for a major I took 

seventeeth-century Italian. I suppose because I'd long had an interest in Italian 

things, Italian literature, Italian ideas, and so I gravitated in that direction. And 

then of course Krautheimer, having lived in Rome, having been an Early 

Christian archaeologist, but also even at the institute taught renaissance and 

baroque architecture as well, with a great, great emphasis on Rome, and, 

secondarily, on the rest of Italy, and not very much about the rest of Europe. I 

suppose it was partially Krautheimer's influence and partially things in my own 

background that led me to that field. The professor who taught in that area— 

See, the institute was still a very small institute at that time; there would be 

forty or fifty students, with a dozen professors or more. The institute was an 

extraordinary place. Walter Cook, in the mid-thirties, had been associated 

with another institution, and he went to the president of New York University 

and said, "How would you like to have the greatest art history institute in the 

world without having to spend a penny?" And obviously no university is going 

to turn down such an offer, so Cook outlined a plan that there were a great, 

great number of European scholars who were being displaced, they should be 

saved, and he had a plan, a project, that would bring them to this country. The 

Department of Art History at the New York University, which was actually 

established by Samuel F. B. Morse, back in I think it was 1837, something like 

that, was a very, very weak department. So he said, "I will take that 

department, I will get the money for a separate building, I will get the money 

to bring the scholars over, we'll have the most illustrious faculty in the world, 

bring them to New York, and then send them out to the rest of the country, 

and then bring more to New York. But we'll keep the best for ourselves." So 

what he did was he brought people like [Erwin] Panofsky, and he'd bring them 

and place them in institutions around New York, not more than a three- or 

four-hour train ride from New York, and with the agreement, because he 

initiated the whole affair, he arranged everything, with the agreement that 

each one would give at least a course a term in his special field at the institute. 



So Panofsky and [Hellmut] Lehmann-Haupt were over at Princeton; there was 

Karl Lehmann, one of the great classical archaeologists, Greek archaeologist, 

who stayed at the institute itself as one of the very few regular faculty 

members there, so he assembled really the most stellar group of scholars, and 

as soon as— I don't know whether he had anything to do with Krautheimer's 

going to Vassar, it sounds like a typical Cook move, but as soon as Krautheimer 

was at Vassar, then he had him come to the institute for a course in some part 

of the history of architecture every year, until Krautheimer finally moved, later 

moved down to the institute as a regular faculty member. But in any event 

these great scholars were scattered all over the area, and we had the 

opportunity of working in a small group with each one of them. And then in 

addition to that he brought other people, like Edgar Wind for example from 

the Warburg Institute, he brought over for special courses for a term or a year. 

Wind gave the iconography of the renaissance, which he then published as a 

book that's now out in paperback, as you know, and he gave that as a course, 

but at the same time he gave a group of volunteer lectures, just lectures that 

any student who wanted to come if he liked that concept that Wind proposed, 

and that is that there is a very complex philosophic background, literary 

philosophic background, to most of the renaissance works of art, fifteenth-

century works of art. Then he did the same thing with classical art as just for 

fun for anybody who wanted to come, so it was very much a personal 

institution, and you knew everybody. The professors hated one another 

because of what they represented. Often they represented style, the 

connoisseurship, and Friedlaender represented a much broader conception of 

man and his outlook on life, and man and his enjoyment of life, which is very 

important for Friedlaender. And he really loved pictures. Once he gave a 

lecture—they still tell the story in London—he gave a lecture at the Warburg 

Institute about a picture, and he put a beautiful new slide on the screen and 

he stood looking at it, and after a while people began to wonder has poor old 

Friedlaender forgotten what he was going to say? And all of a sudden he said, 

"Zat picture, I like it!" And nobody had ever, in the Warburg Institute, said he 

liked anything. He knew all about it, but he never really liked it, never would 

admit to having enthusiasm for it. Well, Friedlaender loved works of art, and 

he liked to know how did people enjoy them, how did [Nicolas] Poussin enjoy 

a painting, as opposed to how [Peter Paul] Rubens might have enjoyed a 

painting. And he could enjoy them with both of them and look at them with 



their own eyes, which was really very exciting because he could go through 

the whole history of art changing his visual perspective, changing his visual 

outlook, with minute gradations in style and in general outlook. So it was a 

great experience to work with Friedlaender, who was very human; the artists 

of the past were all human beings, just as his students were. And he was very 

much interested in the private lives of his students, as he was in the private 

lives of the artists and what made them tick as human beings. 

GOODWIN 

What were the students like? 

DONAHUE 

Oh, there were a great group of students; most of them are professors of the 

history of art somewhere around. I'm one of the renegades who went into the 

museum work, and Krautheimer has really never forgiven me for going into 

museum [work] instead of staying in the academic world. But I hope I'll get 

back into it now that I have a new life to lead. But the students were very 

serious, some of them were— They were a variety of types; there were people 

like Jim [James S.] Ackerman, who has become a distinguished scholar at 

Harvard, who has come up with sort of definitive answers to so many things. 

Whereas there's Creighton Gilbert, who was a brilliant young man, much 

younger than the rest of us. His mother and father both taught at Duke, and 

he had his undergraduate work finished when he was about the age people 

usually are when they leave high school, and so he came as a young genius, 

very precocious young fellow, to the institute. And Creighton, of whom I'm 

very fond, Creighton came up with new and ingenious solutions to things and 

made everybody angry because he was always shocking the established art 

historians who knew things should be interpreted this way because they'd 

been interpreted that way from the seventeenth century on, or because 

[Heinrich] Woelfflin said so, or [Julius] Schlosser said so, or [Alois] Riegl or 

[Max] Dvorak, or one of the great masters of modern art history. And so 

Creighton was their stormy petrel, he was the— So they were between these 

two, both of whom are very dear friends, so I'm not siding with one or the 

other, but the students sort of fell between those two groups. 

GOODWIN 



Where did you live in New York? 

DONAHUE 

Well, I first lived in a room at Eighty-third and Lexington, you know, a room 

with a gas plate and a bathroom outside the door, but it was a full bath, it 

wasn't just a toilet. [laughter] And it had a wonderful window that looked out 

into a tiny little garden, about twelve by twelve, that was so beautiful when 

the snow fell. A big, big French window that looked out there, but it was a 

delightful little room for twenty-eight dollars a month. And then I moved to— 

I don't remember where I lived by myself and where I lived after we got 

married, but I moved to still in the Eighties, and then finally over to the City 

and Suburban Apartments, where we had an apartment for forty dollars a 

month that had one large room and a small bedroom and a kitchen and a 

bath. So that was a luxury apartment, with three windows looking out on the 

East River. And that was a real delight. All the furniture in there, I think, cost a 

total of thirty-five dollars and that I think was for the pull-out bed. The 

bookcases were all made of lemon crates, they had much better 

proportions—and I had a desk that was made of four lemon crates and a piece 

of plywood. And we had a long bamboo chair that we found the kids playing 

with down the street, and because I went out to get a newspaper one night in 

pajamas and overcoat, the kids thought I was at the hospital, so they very 

willingly gave me the chair to take back to my room at the hospital. 

GOODWIN 

When were you married? 

DONAHUE 

In 19— 

MRS. DAISY DONAHUE 

Hi. 

DONAHUE 

Hi. When were we married, in 1940? 

MRS. DAISY DONAHUE 

Yeah, something close. 



DONAHUE 

She just came home at the right time. 

GOODWIN 

On cue. [tape recorder off] 

DONAHUE 

Anyway, it was all homemade, and it had a chest that Daisy painted, so it was 

all homemade furniture. 

GOODWIN 

Did your wife have an art background too? 

DONAHUE 

Yes, she was a student at the institute also. 

GOODWIN 

Really. Where was she from? 

DONAHUE 

She was also from Louisville, and she was an elementary school teacher in 

Louisville. We had known each other, and she became interested, as I did, in 

the history of art, and then after I went to New York, she came the next term 

and was a student there for several years. 

GOODWIN 

Did she work at the Museum of Modern Art as well? 

DONAHUE 

No, she didn't. She worked at the St. Etienne Gallery, for Otto Kallir. Kallir died 

about a year and a half, two years ago, but his daughter and Gina Bachert, 

who worked with Daisy there at the time, have reopened the gallery just 

recently. Kallir was from Vienna and brought the Viennese artists over, and a 

lot of people that we had never seen before, like Alfred Kubin? he had I think 

maybe the first show in New York of Kubin and other artists that we were not 

otherwise aware of. 



GOODWIN 

[Egon] Schiele? 

DONAHUE 

Schiele, and [Gustav] Klimt. He also had even a few— He had a [George] 

Raphael Donner and a few other baroque sculptures, but mostly his interest 

was contemporary art. 

GOODWIN 

Were you able to collect anything at this time in your life? 

DONAHUE 

No, the only thing— Well, the only thing we collected were African and 

Mexican things, because then there were fur importers down on Fourteenth 

Street and a little bit further up into the garment district, and you could go 

around and if you had a little bit of an eye for African, you could buy Africans 

[artwork] for fifteen, twenty-five, thirty dollars apiece. There's one that our 

daughter has now in Denver. It was our first purchase, and he was fifteen 

dollars, a little Baule figure. Then Fred Leighton was down there on Eighth 

Street, with Mexican things, and there with good fortune you could buy 

Mexican and every now and then something American Indian for a very 

reasonable amount of money. But, of course when I say reasonable, from the 

point of view [of] now. I was making fifteen dollars a week at the Museum of 

Modern Art, so a fifteen-dollar object was a whole week's salary. 

GOODWIN 

Right. 

DONAHUE 

And I stayed at the Museum of Modern Art and at the institute. Well, at the 

institute I had the great fortune of working—what I started to say, you know 

the professors had such divergent points of view—but I had the great fortune 

of working not only with Friedlaender but also with Lehmann, and with 

[Richard] Offner and with— I never really was a student of Panofsky's, I 

listened to his lectures. I think that the people by whom I was formed would 

be Krautheimer, Friedlaender, and then I think we'd have to put Offner next, 



although I would have been an absolute heretic if I'd said I was an Offner 

student, since I was a Friedlaender student. But I really learned a tremendous 

amount from Offner, because he was a brilliant analyst of style and a great 

connoisseur. Not only did he present us with great works of art that had 

problems, works of art that were badly restored. I remember one painting, I 

still remember a painting in the Detroit museum, a figure of Saint John on a 

panel, and he was able to show us through analysis of it and comparison, that 

it actually was a composite of two panels that apparently had got ruined in 

part: it was upper part of one panel, lower part of another panel. So that I 

suppose if I have whatever consciousness I developed of condition and 

problems that one has to look for in works of art, which I'm certain are a 

major part of being a museum director, or a museum curator, I suppose one 

would have to say it began with Offner, although it was greatly nurtured by 

William Suhr, who was at the Frick. So I stayed there then, the combination of 

the institute and the Museum of Modern Art, until "my friends and neighbors 

called me," or a little bit before my friends and neighbors called me. There 

was an ASTP class in Russian that was being offered at, or rather, in languages 

that were necessary to go across North Africa and up into Southern Russia. 

GOODWIN 

ASTP? What does that mean? 

DONAHUE 

I don't know. It was an army class, and I don't remember what the letters ASTP 

stand for [Army Specialized Training Program]. But it was an army training 

program, and this particular class offered Egyptian Arabic to one group of 

students, Coptic to another group, Near Eastern Arabic to a third group, and 

Russian to a fourth group, because goods were being shipped across North 

Africa and up into Russia at that time, and what they needed then were four 

groups of translators who could carry the goods right on across and 

communicate with the populations and with the people who'd both receive it 

and transport it across the North Africa and up into Russia. And by fortune, I 

think good fortune, I was in the Russian class, selected for the Russian class, 

and Jim Ackerman, who I mentioned before, who's at Harvard, was in the 

same class. There were seven of us in class, and we had a year of intensive 

Russian at Columbia, so that by the end of that time we could not only read 



army communiqués, but we could read archaeological reports and 

newspapers and get along pretty well, quite well in fact, especially in the kind 

of business we would have had to have transacted. But just about the time the 

class was over, the submarine situation in the Atlantic had changed its nature, 

had cleared up considerably, and goods were being shipped through 

Murmansk, and there were plenty of people, British who spoke Russian, who 

were there accepting things, who had been there for a long time. So not one 

of us in the class was sent to that part of Russia that we thought we were 

going to. In fact the only person in the class who ever used his Russian was a 

man named Joe Taubman, who's Howard Taubman's brother, the music critic 

for the New York Times, and Joe used it to write love letters for his 

commanding officer in India who was courting a Russian girl. I used it for a 

little while when I first went into the army for some months at the reception 

center, to translate birth certificates and marriage licenses, but that's all that I 

ever used it for. In fact it was quite dead until we began to have relations with 

the Soviet Union in Los Angeles, and then we had visitors, and quite 

unexpectedly a lot began to come back. So that by the time we went to the 

Soviet Union, we could certainly get along without guides and get along and 

eat by shopping in grocery stores and other shops, instead of having to wait 

for those hours in restaurants, and take trips and whatever by ourselves, and 

whatever else, without having to depend on Intourist. But that's the only time. 

I never, never used it, except for those few months of marriage licenses and 

birth certificates, I never used it in the army. 

GOODWIN 

When did you join the army? 

DONAHUE 

I would say it was June '43, so I was at the Museum of Modern Art and at the 

institute until that time. Then I was in the army from '43 until '46, and most of 

that time I spent— Well, my military occupation was classification specialist, 

and my specialty was officers classification, and most of the time I spent really 

writing directives at the time of the closing down of the Triple-A Command, of 

the antiaircraft artillery command, at Fort Totten in New York. You see, if you 

try to get someplace, you never get there in the army. And I had a number of 



friends from the institute and elsewhere who were in Europe in the 

monuments work. 

GOODWIN 

Right. 

DONAHUE 

And so that's where I was trying to get, and Krautheimer was with the OSS 

[Office of Strategic Services] in Washington, and he was pulling strings to try 

to get me into the monuments work, and somehow I never got there. I was 

hoping to get to Italy. And Jim Ackerman, as I've mentioned, in the class, Jim 

went into the Signal Corps, and the rest of us could have done the same thing, 

we had the option of going into Signal Corps if we wanted to, but Jim wrote 

back saying, "Don't do it I" And he was absolutely right, because he sat on a 

snow-capped peak somewhere in Italy for nine months and really never did 

anything very exciting in his whole army career. But in any event, I never went 

overseas in the army; I was here helping prepare the documents for closing 

out the Triple-A Command and then— 

1.3. TAPE NUMBER: II, Side One (May 14, 1980) 

GOODWIN 

Last session we concluded with your mentioning your experience serving in 

the army, so this leads us up to about 1946, correct? 

DONAHUE 

Correct, yes. When I was discharged from the army, I was offered a battery of 

tests to determine what my occupational aptitude was. And I spent three days 

taking those tests, with the conviction that the tests were going to show that I 

should be a research scholar and a professor of history of art, because that 

was the direction in which I had been intending to go. Even though I had 

worked at the Museum of Modern Art, I was in the education department 

there, so it was still academic, and I thought of that only as another aspect of 

teaching, I didn't think of myself as being a museum man. When the results 

came out, to my great astonishment, the number-one choice of the testers 

was that I should be a museum director. I rather dismissed it, in fact, and 



thought, "Well, that's an interesting idea, but I don't really think it's quite for 

me. I think I should go back to the academic world, because that's what my 

professors, Krautheimer and Friedlaender, had trained me for, that's what 

they expected of me." And in fact I don't think that Professor Krautheimer, 

who as I've said before was kind of my professional father, I don't think that 

he really ever forgave me for deserting the academic world. 

GOODWIN 

Why did the academicians have such a condescending view of museum work? 

DONAHUE 

I don't know why, except that I can tell you it's true. Rudy [Rudolf] Wittkower 

at Columbia was a good friend, and I remember once going to him and asking 

for some curatorial possibilities, and he said, "Oh, that really is a waste of 

time," he said, "because all of my best students, even the beginning students, 

are already spoken for in academic positions." And he said, "I see that they're 

placed there before they have a chance to go to museums." Because it's just 

too mundane an occupation. The administration, the public contacts, the 

amount of activity, I suppose, distract one from the essential business of what 

many of the great scholars from Europe, especially, felt that an art historian 

should be, and that is a research scholar who not only discovers information 

about the past and interprets it, but passes it on directly to other people who 

will continue doing the very same thing. Not to other people who will 

necessarily go into museums where they pass it on to the public, either by 

their words or by their activities, but rather pass it on in a long academic 

tradition. And there is a great snobbery in the art— There was at that time 

certainly a great snobbery in the professorial world. 

GOODWIN 

To me it seems so silly. 

DONAHUE 

At the institute there was a small student body, and yet even among that 

small student body there was a group of students who were accepted by the 

professors and about three-quarters of the students who were hardly given 

the time of day by the professors. The students who were accepted spent a 



good deal of time with the professor actually: had lunch with the professor, 

spent a number of hours a day in his office talking with him about things, 

worked with him on projects, helped him with research, with slide 

preparation, with both mechanics and with the actual business of art history. 

And the ones who weren't [accepted] were just out in the cold. So the 

snobbery not only extended to museums but also to many of the students 

who were there. So, as I said, I really rather dismissed the idea Of being a 

museum director, and went back and finished my courses for a Ph. D. at the 

institute, and then had the good fortune, with Krautheimer's help, of receiving 

a grant from the American Council of Learned Societies to work in Italy, to do 

research in Italy. By that time I had a project which would have led to a 

completely different kind of life—well, I got the project started at least—and 

that was the editing of Giovanni Pietro Bellori's lives of his contemporary 

painters, sculptors, and architects. That book [Le Vite de' Pittori, Scultori ed 

Architetti Moderni] is still looked upon as one of the major sources of critical 

information about the seventeenth century, especially in Rome, although he 

included Van Dyck and Rubens as well as the painters who were native 

Italians, the major painters who were native Italians. 

GOODWIN 

Would you like to explain in more detail how your interest in Bellori— 

DONAHUE 

Why that book is important [is] because Bellori is a major theorist of 

classicism, and his idea discourse that he gave in the [French] Academy in 

1664 is still the kind of fundamental summary of classical theory up to that 

time, and laid the basis for the development of further classical theory, not 

only in Italy, but especially in France in the later seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries. And its influence extended not only to his very close friend Poussin, 

with whom he did have many, many discussions in formulating his theory and 

formulating his critical attitude, but also to the French Academy, at first in 

Rome and then the French Academy in Paris. It is a fundamental document, 

and he took the ideas from that discourse and applied them to the major 

artists of his time. He was a man who was really not interested in the 

thousands of artists, but only in the great artists. And it's very interesting that 

the fifteen artists about whom he writes—twelve lives were published, and 



these were quite extensive lives, with long discussions of each of the pictures 

that they painted as well as some facts about their artistic development, not 

just biographical information, but the development of their ideas concerning 

works of art—those same artists are the ones that we still look upon today as 

being the great artists of the seventeenth century. In Rome he began with 

Annibale and Agostino Carracci, and with Caravaggio and, as I mentioned, he 

included Rubens and Van Dyck from the north, and the sculptor [Francois] 

Duquesnoy, [Alessandro] Algardi as a sculptor from Italy. But, curiously, 

because his point of view was classic—we have to say classic baroque, but it 

was classic rather than high baroque—he did not write about Bernini. So when 

I say they're the great artists, I should say among the greatest of artists, 

because his prejudice caused him to eliminate Bernini and Pietro da Cartona. 

GOODWIN 

How did you personally get into Bellori? 

DONAHUE 

Through Friedlaender, who was very much interested in sources. And we had 

a seminar, it was a wonderful seminar that continued for years, and my good 

friend Craig [H.] Smyth from the Frick Collection used to come up to the 

seminar, and then later I came up to the seminar for some years, after I was 

working at the Frick Collection, after Craig had left there, so there were 

people— Jim Ackerman used to come, I mentioned him last week, a good 

friend at Harvard; Jim used to come to the seminar, and a number of other 

people who were out doing other things, they came back once a week 

because it was papa Friedlaender's afternoon, and he was holding court for 

that afternoon, even though as he was holding court talking about Caravaggio, 

because it was Caravaggio seminar. And I don't know whether I mentioned it 

on the tape, but Friedlaender spoke a wonderful language, a modern Indo-

European, a mixture of Italian, French, German, and English, in which he 

conducted that Caravaggio seminar. 

GOODWIN 

Last week you mentioned that it was somewhat by chance that you were 

steered toward seventeeth century Italian art. 

DONAHUE 



That's true. 

GOODWIN 

That you have many interests. 

DONAHUE 

Right, right. 

GOODWIN 

And this one seemed— 

DONAHUE 

And of course working at that time at the Museum of Modern Art, among my 

primary interests were contemporary art, or let's say modern art as a whole, 

and primitive art, since we had a number of primitive exhibitions there, and I 

did my two minor Ph. D. exams, one in modern and one in primitive. 

GOODWIN 

Really. 

DONAHUE 

With the major exam in the sixteenth and seventeenth, it wasn't just baroque, 

but high renaissance to rococo, or to late baroque was the period. 

GOODWIN 

What was the nature of this exam? 

DONAHUE 

The exam was actually a three-day exam with a typewriter. I was given I think 

four questions from which to choose two on painting, four questions from 

which to choose two on sculpture, and four questions from which to choose 

two on architecture. So that I had about three or four hours, about four hours, 

to type as much as I could type on each of those subjects, in three successive 

mornings and afternoons. And then Professor Friedlaender went by ship to 

Europe and took it along to read on the boat. I don't know how many pages 

got blown overboard or whatever else, but happily he accepted it, under those 

very pleasant conditions in which he could read the exam. And since it was 



typed, there was no problem in reading my writing. In any event, I went to 

Italy to do research in the archives on Bellori himself and on the artists that he 

discusses, with the intention of doing a complete edition. How long does that 

take to do an edition? Well, I still remember talking with Jacob Hess, who was 

working for many years, who did the [Giovanni Battista] Passeri edition and 

was working for many years as an editor of Baglione. And the first time I saw 

him, I asked him, "How long do you think it will be until it's finished?" And he 

said, "Oh, I think about five years," Well, the next time, it was about ten years, 

even though several years had elapsed, and the last time I saw him, he said, "I 

only hope I live so long." Unfortunately he didn't, and the manuscript is 

available at the Hertziana [Bibliotheca] for someone to finish, and it's about 

five-sixths finished. So one of these days his work will be completed. So that it 

really was a work that would have taken four or five years, let's say, starting 

with five years, because Bellori is not as difficult as Ballioni. It would have 

taken about five years, or let's say with teaching on the side, or doing that on 

the side and a regular teaching job, maybe eight or nine years. 

GOODWIN 

How long was your grant? 

DONAHUE 

The grant was originally for a year, and it was extended for almost two years. 

But what I spent most of the time there doing was working in the archives, 

well, first seeing pictures and buildings and sculptures that were discussed by 

Bellori, and making notes on them, and then working in the archives digging 

up information about Bellori, and the material that I later published in 

the Italian Biographical Encyclopedia [Dizionario biografico degli italiani] is still 

the fundamental source on Bellori himself, beginning with a new date of birth 

for him, since I found his baptismal records were two years earlier. 

GOODWIN 

Where did you find the accurate information? 

DONAHUE 

Up in the— You know, one of those little towers in St. Peter's has the 

statistical archives from the parishes, and in there I found his— I knew what 



parish he came from, San Pancrazio, since I knew where he lived, his family 

lived, and had found there his birth record. And it seems, two years, does that 

make any difference? Well, it really does in his case because it meant two 

years of association with [II] Domenichino, who must have had a considerable 

influence on his artistic theory, and who was associated with Monsignor 

Aguchi, who was the kind of predecessor of Bellori in Bologna. So that the two 

years does have a significance. Well, anyway, what I was happily able to turn 

up was information, beginning with his birth and extending through a good 

part of his lifetime, that had either not been published at all or in some cases 

was published incorrectly in the old sources. So that I spent a lot of time doing 

the kind of thing that couldn't possibly be done in this country or summarized 

in this country, with the intention, of course, of continuing teaching and then 

going back the next year and a number of summers until the job was done. 

Well, when I came back to this country, it was a little bit— 

GOODWIN 

I want to speak a little further about Rome— 

DONAHUE 

Okay. 

GOODWIN 

—and have you describe what else you were doing. 

DONAHUE 

It was really the great experience of our lifetime, because not only did I work 

in the archives in Rome, but I had the good fortune of traveling over a large 

part of Italy, looking at works of art, which later became so important for work 

in a museum, since one of the major functions of a museum director or a 

museum curator is acquiring works of art, and the only way he can do that 

with some assurance is by sharpening his eye by seeing many works of art. So 

that brought me in contact with the object rather than with the color slide, 

that I had really not had contact with before, because at the institute there 

was much more interest, except for Professor Offner, who was a great 

connoisseur, there was much more interest in broad historical considerations 

and in aspects of stylistic development that could be seen with even a black-



and-white slide, rather than with connoisseurship, with the judgement of 

quality. And that's what I had the opportunity of at least getting some 

experience with, during that period. The second thing of course was that we 

became Italians during that two years? we had our daughter there, we had an 

apartment in Monte Verde Vecchio. 

GOODWIN 

Where is that neighborhood? 

DONAHUE 

That's not very far from the American Academy. We went to the academy 

from time to time for some social events, but really our neighbors were our 

neighbors. They were the Italians who lived in the same palazzo, in the same 

apartment house. It was a wonderful location because we could look out the 

back window down a great valley and then up to the hill on the other side to 

see the Via Quattro Venti, which looked exactly as it had looked in the 

seventeenth century, and the shepherds still brought their sheep to graze in 

that lot out in the back. Unhappily, the last time we were back in Italy the 

whole place was a housing development, and so there was nothing of that 

romantic experience of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries still 

available. 

GOODWIN 

What kind of conveniences did you have in your apartment? 

DONAHUE 

We had hot water, among other things, and it was a modern apartment, no 

problem, but we did also have hot water, which assured us free babysitters 

and lots of friends came, especially Americans who didn't find hot water in 

their hotels, just that little trickly trickle of something that may get a little 

warm from time to time, and so we were the bathhouse for American 

scholars. 

GOODWIN 

What was the condition of the Italian museums at this time? 

DONAHUE 



Well, it was shortly after the war— 

GOODWIN 

Right, right. 

DONAHUE 

But they were pretty much open. I remember, for example, there was a young 

fellow named Frederico Zeri, who had just done a catalog of the [Palazzo] 

Corsini. Our next door neighbor was Carlo Argan, who until a few months ago 

was mayor of Rome, the only art historian I know of who's been mayor of a 

major city. He was professor of the University of Rome and at that time was in 

the Ministry of Fine Arts. Actually the Argans were our closest associates, 

since they lived right in the next apartment house, and our children were 

about the same age. We had a daughter and they have a daughter who's 

about the same age. They played together, they went to a Montessori school 

together, they went to Switzerland during the summer together, and we still 

keep in contact. But the real experience was not just the experience of 

scholars and our peers, but living with the Italian people, living with 

sometimes very simple people in the neighborhood, who were great human 

beings. We learned a lot about people as well as about works of art when we 

were living there. I could tell a lot of stories if you want to take any tape— 

GOODWIN 

Yeah, let's hear a few. Bring some color to the— 

DONAHUE 

The story of how we got that apartment—you. can always erase it. 

GOODWIN 

Right. 

DONAHUE 

As I said, I had a grant not from the American Academy but from the American 

Council of Learned Societies, and Lawrence Roberts, who was the director of 

the academy, did arrange for a place for us to stay when we first arrived from 

this country. Unhappily, it was the place called La Residenza, over near the Via 

Veneto, which cost more per night than we finally paid per month for the 



apartment. So we stayed there one night and then moved out. We had some 

friends, American students who were there, who were living in a pensione, on 

the Via Venti Settembre, so we moved over there until we could find a place. 

Well, in the same pensione there was a man from Lebanon named Houri, with 

his ten sons, and so we talked with him at the breakfast table and he said, 

"Oh, you're looking for a place to rent." He said, "I'm looking for a place, but 

I'm having great difficulty, because I'm here with my sons, and my wife is in 

another pensione with our eight daughters." So they needed a place for 

twenty people! And he said, "Just the other day I saw a wonderful place, but it 

just wasn't large enough for us." He said, "It's up in Monte Verde Vecchio, Via 

Francesco Sprovieri." And I said, "Oh wonderful, can I have the name of the 

landlord and I'll go up and see?" "Oh, no, no, no," he said, "you can't do it that 

way, because I was taken there by a Lebanese monk, and you will have to 

meet the monk and then go. And he will have to introduce you." So I said, "Oh, 

fine, let's go this afternoon." "No, no, let me telephone him and tell him what I 

have in mind. And then in about three or four days we can go up some 

evening and meet the monks." So we did that; and as any American would, we 

left our daughter back at the hotel with a babysitter, and we went to meet 

them at the end of the Ponte Garibaldi, to meet the bus that was going up the 

hill to Porta San Pancrazio where the monastery was. There we were meeting 

the bus at a very precise hour, and they were there. We saw him at the front 

of the bus waiting for us, and there were his ten sons, and there was his wife 

and their eight daughters. And he wanted to know where our daughter was; 

he was absolutely dismayed that we hadn't brought her along. Well, in any 

event he took us, we went up the hill, and then we met the monks, and we 

spent several hours with them, and we left. And I said, "Well, now is it all right 

that we can go back tomorrow, somehow they will take me over?" "No, no, 

you can't do business that quickly." He said, "We have to give them four or 

five more days, and then I will call." So he called in four or five more days, and 

I went up by myself in the morning, and didn't realize that I had to have a meal 

with them before we could go on a business trip. So one by one, the monks 

came in and had a chat, and they had relatives in Colombia, South America, 

and they didn't understand why it was that I didn't know them if I came from 

America, too. But in any event eventually noon came and we had a meal, and 

then right after the meal we could go over to the apartment. So we went over 

to the apartment house and knocked on the window of the portiera. She came 



to the window, and he said that he was a friend of the Turkish delegate—don't 

know whether he was consul or, I guess he was the Turkish consul—who had 

lived in the apartment upstairs and had left a short time ago. And she said, 

"Oh, no Turkish consul has ever lived here; there's not been an apartment for 

rent here for years." And he said, "But look, it's right there, that place with the 

windows where the curtains are down right now, that's the apartment they 

were in. Don't you remember the little girl that you used to complain about, 

who has skated out here?" "No, no, I don't remember a thing about it; there's 

just no apartment for rent." Well? the poor monk was so terribly, terribly 

embarrassed, and he said, "I don't know, I brought Mr. Houri here two weeks 

ago, and they were perfectly happy to show him the apartment, but now all of 

a sudden they don't want to admit that it exists." So I walked back to the 

monastery with him, and left, presumably to go back down the hill. But 

instead I went back to the apartment house and to see what I could observe. I 

sat on the rock outside and watched, and there were a lot of children playing 

there. So I went to the corner and bought some chewing gum, gomma 

Americana, and went back and sat on the same rock and began fiddling with 

the chewing gum. Well, you can imagine it was like honey, and the bees all 

came very quickly, and so a little boy, the oldest of the group, a little boy 

named Alberto, said, "I'm Alberto, could I have a piece of chewing gum?" So I 

gave him a piece of chewing gum and spread some more gum around, and I 

said, "Who's that little girl?" He said, "That's Penucia, my sister." And I said, "I 

have a little girl just the same age, and we don't have any place to live because 

we can't find an apartment." "Oh, there's an apartment right up there." I said, 

"But how do we get in it?" "Oh, the apartment is owned by a signorina who 

comes on a bicycle every afternoon about two-thirty. And if you just wait here, 

I'll point her out when she comes in." For which he got a whole pack of 

chewing gum. So at two-thirty precisely the signorina on her bicycle drove up, 

parked the bicycle, and went up to the apartment, and I followed right behind 

her and knocked on the door saying, "I hear there's an apartment for rent." 

"What country do you come from?" "I come from the United States." "Well, 

come in. I don't know whether there's an apartment here or not, but let's 

talk." And so she wanted to know what I was doing there. I told her that I had 

a grant from the American Council of Learned Societies to do research in the 

archives. Well, that sounded acceptable, and what was the family? I had a wife 

and a daughter, and the daughter was three or four years old, whatever it 



was, or five. So she said, "Well, come back tomorrow afternoon, and let your 

wife and daughter stay out in the prato, and you come in and we'll talk 

further. " So the following afternoon we went, and my wife dressed our 

daughter up in her finest little outfit, so she looked very prim and proper, and 

they sat out on the rocks in the prato. So I went up, and there was a man with 

a great purple splotch, a purple scar on his face, dressed in overalls, who was 

doing something to the plumbing. So he came in and sort of hovered around, 

and then she looked out the window, and he looked out the window and then 

he went back to his plumbing, and after a while he began to speak. Well, the 

girl spoke a wonderful Roman accent, thought she was speaking beautiful 

Italian, but it was quite a pronounced Roman accent, but as soon as he began 

to speak it was clear he wasn't a plumber, because he spoke beautiful Italian, 

a very cultivated language. And then we chatted for a while, and then they 

said to bring the children in, and it was only then that she introduced him as 

General So-and-So, who was the editor of the leading aeronautical magazine, 

who had got his scar from World War I when he was shot down in the 

airplane, one of the pioneer pilots in Italy, and a man whom we later got to 

know quite well, a man of really great distinction and general cultivation. 

What the story was, was that the apartment was of course for rent, but it was 

not for rent to Italians. It was only to rent for foreigners, because the rent was 

fixed at what in American dollars was about thirty-five dollars a month, which 

seemed to us quite reasonable, but for an Italian it would have been an 

outlandish rent, because it was fixed at one thousand lira, and a thousand lira 

was about a dollar and a half, a dollar and seventy cents. So for that reason 

the story the portiera had to tell was that if anybody asked, there was no 

apartment, but as soon as they found that there were Americans coming to 

rent, then it was all right. But she always retained one little room that was up 

over the stairs, a tiny, tiny, tiny room, retained that so she could retain her 

living rights to that apartment. Apparently we were just staying with her, 

rather than renting the apartment officially. 

GOODWIN 

So you were there nearly two years? 

DONAHUE 



Yeah, and there was only one restriction on the apartment, and that is that we 

must never allow Signora Marini to enter the apartment. This seemed like a 

very strange kind of prejudice against one of the neighbors. The very first day 

we moved in, a nice lady came to the door with a basketful of small breads 

and said, "I know that you don't have your bread stamps yet, and you have a 

child, why don't you let me give you this bread? " So with that my wife was 

about to invite her in, and she said, "And what is your name?" "Oh, my name 

is Signora Marini." With which she [my wife] closed the door very quickly. 

Then we began observing out the window and noticed that the Italians all 

spoke to Signora Marini, said, "Buon giorno, buona sera, " and that's all. 

Nobody ever carried on a conversation with her. Now it was quite different— 

She had a daughter, a child four, five years old, and the daughter could come 

and go just as freely as any other child. There was nothing against the child; it 

was only against the mother. Well, we were there a good— We asked 

questions and nobody would answer them. And we were there a good six 

[months], oh, I don't know, but until we began to learn to speak Roman dialect 

and were then accepted as Romans, then they finally told us the story. It 

seems that there had been a clandestine press during the war in that 

apartment house, and one day the SS came and broke it up, and nobody knew 

how in the world they knew about it. And then there were two partisan 

leaders, one was the leader of the partisans in Lazio and other was in Umbria. 

They were brothers whose father had built that apartment unit, and they lived 

in the penthouse. They both came back at one time to see their families, and 

they were there a short time when the SS came. Fortunately they knew how 

to get from one roof to the other, and they got away. But the SS came to 

search for them, and with them was the Marini boy, who was an adolescent. 

And the husband, we later learned, was a prisoner of war in Germany who had 

become kind of a Nazi straw boss of the Italians, and the son sold black-

market blankets to the Nazis. Both the son and the father were in prison at 

that time, and so the rest of the Italians, they just didn't completely ostracize 

the mother, but they did even worse by only saying good morning and good 

afternoon to her. 

GOODWIN 

Did you see any contemporary Italian art while you were there? 

DONAHUE 



Yes, people like [Renato] Guttuso and [Corrado] Cagli, [Massimo] Carapigli, 

and [Giorgio] Morandi, who was a great favorite, but we didn't really have 

much time to spend with contemporary Italian artists. We met a number of 

them from time to time and we met a number of archaeologists, because the 

people who came to the academy, a great number of the people at the 

academy were archaeologists. But I really kept my nose pretty well to the 

grindstone. We were doing two things: one, I was working in archives, or in 

museums and galleries, or churches; and second, we were learning to be 

Italians, learning what makes the Italian what he is and learning the language. 

GOODWIN 

Of course. 

DONAHUE 

I don't know if I told you that story that after we were in the apartment for a 

week or so, our neighbors, except for Signora Marini, our neighbors began to 

come down in the evening and sit around and talk, and after a while they 

would titter and sometimes even laugh out loud. After three or four evenings I 

said, "Now, tell me, am I speaking like Stan e Olio? What's so funny?" Laurel 

and Hardy were very popular at the time, they spoke a very garbled Italian, so 

am I speaking like Stan e Olio? And they said, "No, you're speaking 

seventeenth-century Italian!" Somebody walking in speaking like [John] 

Dryden or like Shakespeare even. [laughter] It amused them greatly, and 

therefore I decided to learn as much colloquial Italian as I possibly could and 

also to learn Roman dialect, which is a great language, by the way. It's a very 

expressive language, it's somewhere between late Latin and Italian, and has 

been the language of protest for many years, and especially under Mussolini it 

was the great anti-Fascist language. So there were songs and poems and 

satires written in the Roman dialect, and it's still spoken by a considerable 

number of Romans. 

GOODWIN 

What were a few places outside of Rome that you particularly enjoyed? 

DONAHUE 



Well, I suppose the great—It's strange, but if one would say what's the 

greatest single experience outside of Rome it would be two. 

GOODWIN 

Okay. 

DONAHUE 

One was the Arena Chapel of Giotto, and the other, Ravenna. 

GOODWIN 

Was it the same trip that you went to both? 

DONAHUE 

It probably was the same trip. And we had been to Italy before, and so we had 

been to Florence and to Venice and to Milan, to Turin and Naples. The third 

thing would be a whole week in Pompeii and our first view of Paestum. 

GOODWIN 

Were you driving? 

DONAHUE 

No, we went to Pompeii and, as I said, spent about a week there, just 

wonderful, getting up at daybreak every morning and going wandering around 

the city, and then coming back for a siesta, and then going back, once you got 

some energy again, then going back and spending the time until past sundown 

with the archaeological remains, so that one really felt he became an 

inhabitant of the city after spending a week there. And in those days, it wasn't 

very long after the war, so that the only way of getting to Paestum was to go 

by train. It wasn't a passenger train, however? it was a log train. And you had 

to be about three-thirty or four in the morning, I've forgotten the hour, at a 

certain crossing in Pompeii, in the modern city of Pompeii, where the train 

slowed down, and hop on. There was no conductor and no fare even. Anybody 

who wanted to ride to Paestum and on further south jumped on the train and 

then rode down. In the evening one had to be out of Paestum before nightfall 

anyway because of the malaria, so in the evening you had to be there and 

catch the train as it came back at five o'clock or so in the evening, so that 



meant a good full day, and a good day in Pompeii and Paestum. And that is a 

tremendous experience. 

GOODWIN 

I haven't been there. 

DONAHUE 

And unfortunately we've never been to the archaeological remains in Sicily—

we've been to Messina—so that our only real experience of Greek 

architecture in Italy was Paestum. 

GOODWIN 

So your grant ran out. You had to return. 

DONAHUE 

Yeah, it was renewed for a number of months so that we could stay there 

almost two years, and then we came back by way of France and England. By 

the time I got back it was a little too late to get a teaching job for the fall. I 

mentioned before I have a friend named Craig Smyth who was one of the 

lecturers at Frick Collection, and Craig called one day and said, "I've just got a 

Fulbright, and Mr. [Frederick M.] Clapp said that he will give me a year's leave 

of absence if I find a replacement, but he's not going to find a replacement for 

that short period. So would you be interested?" And for one year I thought 

this would be great. And again I had no intention of working at a museum per 

se as such? it was a lecturing position to tide me over for a year. Of course the 

position there, I found later, involved more than just lecturing? that was the 

public part of it. We gave a series of— But I'm getting ahead of the story. Well, 

in any event, I went over to see Mr. Clapp, and Mr. Clapp said, "OK, Craig can 

go and you can stay for a year." And by November Craig had an offer at 

Berkeley and decided to take that teaching position and told Mr. Clapp that he 

would no longer be back at the Frick, so Mr. Clapp asked if I'd like to stay on, 

and I did, for four years. Craig never did get to Berkeley, because in the 

meantime he was offered the directorship of the Institute of Fine Arts, New 

York University, and remained in that position until about six or eight years 

ago when he became the director of I Tatti in Florence. So that's how I started 

at the Frick, and I started I think even the very same day as Rick [Richard F.] 



Brown, who later became director of the [Los Angeles] County Museum [of 

Art]. And we worked together for— 

GOODWIN 

We have a minute or so on this side. 

DONAHUE 

We worked together for four years, with the greatest of harmony. And our 

jobs were not only giving courses of lectures that were not being offered in 

other institutions, especially those courses that were needed by graduate 

students who had to take comprehensive exams, master's exams, and had 

never had a course in early French painting or German painting or Goya, that 

Rick gave, or whatever the course that might not have been offered, and so 

those were primarily the courses we gave, along with lectures relating to some 

aspect of the collection that were also very much for the general public. 
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DONAHUE 

But the other aspect of the job there, one other aspect that has been 

invaluable in my later work in museums, was the responsibility of the two of 

us, Rick [Brown] and me, to spend about an hour and a half, on alternate days, 

with the conservator, who was William Suhr at that time. And there I learned, 

I got the basis for whatever I knew later about conservation. 

GOODWIN 

Did you assist— 

DONAHUE 

Four years— No, we didn't assist in the work, but we wrote a report, and the 

Frick reports are models of conservation reports, a complete report of what 

he was doing and what his thinking was, about the aspect of cleaning. So, for 

example, when he discovered that Hans Holbein was not the man who 

conceived his idea so completely that he never made a change in his 

composition, when he cleaned the Thomas More and found that there were 

several changes in the position of the arm, that the curtain in the background 

had been repainted, there were a number of new aspects, new lights shed on 



that painting and on Holbein as a craftsman. That kind of thing was recorded 

almost as well as if we'd had a tape recorder there for him to speak into, every 

moment that he was working on an object. And of course we discussed the 

paintings that he was working on, every step that he took, and one of the 

reasons that we were there is that even the most restrained conservators 

sometimes tend to be a little creative. And if somebody is watching and 

making a record of what you're doing, then you can't go overboard and 

decide, well, that flower just isn't as beautiful as a flower could be and so you 

paint over the whole flower, or take the wart off the nose of that otherwise 

pretty girl. So that is really one of the reasons that we were there; nobody 

ever told us that, we learned that later when we assigned other people to do 

the same thing for that reason. 

GOODWIN 

Were you also doing research on the collection? 

DONAHUE 

Yes, also doing research on the collection that became part of the data bank 

that was later incorporated into the catalog. 

GOODWIN 

Why don't you say a few words more about Brown, what kind of person he 

was at that time. 

DONAHUE 

Well, I'd say two things about him. First of all, I had rarely met anybody up to 

that time who was so intensely interested in the object. He loved works of art. 

He started out as a painter, become a great painter. And then he went into 

history of art, but always placed his emphasis on the object rather than on the 

basic historical background. He was interested in the historical background 

and philosophic implications of the object and whatnot, but really he was 

interested in that object as a product of technique on the one hand, as a 

creation on the other hand. And his doctor's dissertation was on the technique 

of Pissarro; it's available in the museum library, and it was unfortunately not 

published. 

GOODWIN 



He did plan a career in museum work? 

DONAHUE 

He planned a career, yes. At one time somewhat later, there was a meeting of 

the museum directors association [Association of Art Museum Directors], and 

there were some fifty-four art museum directors present, and the question 

was asked, "How many people had an idea he might work in a museum when 

he was an undergraduate in college?" And there were only three. One was 

Rick Brown. One was John Walker, who himself tells the story that his nurse 

used to take him in a wheelchair (he had polio when he was a child), and push 

him in the morning into the Metropolitan Museum and then pick him up when 

the place closed at night. And he would never tell his parents what she had 

done, because he enjoyed so much being there. He had decided from 

childhood that he was going to work in a museum. And the third person I 

deeply regret that I just don't remember. But, yes, Rick did plan on working in 

a museum from the time he was an undergraduate. [tape recorder off] The 

second aspect of Rick is his care of his wife. His wife had bulbar-type polio. 

They had a child and the child was I think about three or four years old at the 

time when she got polio, but shortly before he came to work at the Frick 

Collection, or maybe just about the time he came to work there. She was 

paralyzed except for her head, the entire body was paralyzed, and she had to 

live in an iron lung. She could be taken on trips, she could go from one hospital 

to another, or even go riding in the country with a portable respirator and 

batteries. But it meant that Rick had to carry her everyplace, and from that 

time until she died only a few years ago, Rick did that, and never did I hear in 

all those years one harsh word to her. And he gave her many responsibilities 

for running the household that she could do from her bed, telling other people 

what to do, and made her responsible for the rearing of the child, and really 

gave her a reason for living. When he had the offer to come to Los Angeles, 

the doctor said he didn't think it'd be wise to move her and he said that he 

thought he should move her anyway and take the chance. They took the 

chance, and the doctors when she got here said that she was better off than 

she was back in New York. The same thing happened when they moved from 

here to Texas. He was able to get an army plane to take her to Texas, and 

again she survived extremely well because she was being treated as a living 

human being and not just as a vegetable. And she always felt that she had a 



very important place in his life and in the life of the child, Michael, and to 

some extent in the life of the community. 

GOODWIN 

What was the atmosphere at the Frick while you were working there? 

DONAHUE 

I think in some ways the atmosphere is explained by the number of dining 

rooms. There were four of us who ate in one dining room: the director, the 

assistant director, and the two of us who were lecturers and curatorial 

assistants. That was in the professional staff. The conservator never did eat in, 

or he would have eaten with us, I suppose. There was another dining room in 

which the women members of the staff ate, and then a large dining room 

downstairs in which the remainder of the staff ate. That included the guards 

and the maintenance personnel, and there the head guard sat at the head of 

the table, and everybody took his place according to his seniority down the 

table, rank and seniority. The women who cleaned and performed other 

functions in the museum sat at another table, so there was a great class 

distinction— 

GOODWIN 

It was a stratified society. 

DONAHUE 

—in the museum. But it was run really in many ways like an army unit, so that 

everybody really did perform his job with a great amount of discipline. 

GOODWIN 

How did the museum function? 

DONAHUE 

Well, you see there was nothing happening except the Sunday afternoon 

concerts, a series of lectures by guest speakers on Saturday afternoons, and 

then the many lectures that we gave. We each gave two courses, and every 

week one or the other of us gave a lecture on some aspect of the collection, 

so that was five lectures a week that were being given, and that was the entire 

activity of the museum. I think there may have been two pictures purchased in 



the four years that I was there, so there was very, very little activity, and the 

emphasis was placed on good housekeeping, which is a lesson that many 

museums could learn from the Frick. 

GOODWIN 

That's true. But didn't the Frick seem rather deadly, compared to the Museum 

of Modern Art? 

DONAHUE 

It did, and that's the reason that nobody in the positions that Rick and I had, 

nobody really stayed there a long time; it was a great stepping-stone job. Our 

predecessors Andrew Ritchie and what's-his-name who wrote the book on 

modern art; he had been at the Walker and then the Guggenheim— 

GOODWIN 

Oh, Arnason? 

DONAHUE 

Harvey Arnason. They were the first two in that job, and then later, Craig 

Smyth and Franklin [M.] Biebel, who became director of the Frick Collection 

until he died. Then following me there, it was almost a father-and-son matter; 

my son there was Evan Turner, and he became the director of the Philadelphia 

Museum. So it was considered a major stepping-stone job but not a job in 

which one would stay for more than four or five years. 

GOODWIN 

What do you think you learned there at the Frick? 

DONAHUE 

I learned several things. I think the two most important things were something 

about conservation and I developed a taste for English art, because I had no 

experience with English painting before, and my primary orientation was 

towards Italian and French painting, and then later experiences took me to 

other parts of Europe, But I've never had very much exposure to American 

painting. 

GOODWIN 



What were your favorite paintings in the Frick? 

DONAHUE 

There's one above all. 

GOODWIN 

Okay. 

DONAHUE 

And that's Giovanni Bellini's St-Francis, which is a painting I would love to 

wake up to every morning, [laughter] and have it across from my bed. All the 

radiance of nature blooming in the spring— 

GOODWIN 

Do you think it is his masterpiece, his greatest? 

DONAHUE 

For me it is, because I lived with that, I went by and visited it every day when I 

was at the Frick. 

GOODWIN 

What kind of collector was [Henry Clay] Frick, in terms of his personal 

devotion to art? 

DONAHUE 

He bought things that he felt were going to be great masterpieces, that he felt 

were great masterpieces, many of which he had a great personal affection for, 

some of which, apparently, he really bought because of their status as 

masterpieces? but he did want a collection of superb objects. One of the 

favorite stories around the Frick is that of Lord [Joseph] Duveen, who was 

going out one day after many visits to Frick, and Frick had never bought 

anything from him, and one day he was leaving and he saw Knoedler's men 

carrying out the Bellini St. Francis, and he said, "Where are you going with that 

picture?" And they said, "We're taking it back. Mr. Frick isn't interested." He 

said, "Turn right around and take it back up. And he went in with them and he 

said, "Mr. Frick, you've never bought anything from me, and I would love to 

sell you something, and Knoedler is my worst enemy, they're my greatest 



competitors, but you have to buy that picture, you'll never get a greater 

picture in your life." And Frick bought the picture, and that established a new 

relationship, and he began to buy things from Duveen after that. [tape 

recorder off] 

GOODWIN 

Is it possible, Mr. Donahue, to characterize a Frick painting? 

DONAHUE 

Only as a painting of superb quality, and we do use the word "Frick painting." 

GOODWIN 

Really. 

DONAHUE 

Meaning something that if it is worthy of the Frick Collection, then it's 

unsurpassable. It's like a Dutch painting, we use the same thing for a Dutch 

painting, that it's worthy of the Mauritshuis. The Rijksmuseum has a broad 

coverage of paintings and some of the world's greatest Dutch masterpieces, 

but the Mauritshuis is a very selective museum, of works of art in superb 

condition and of extraordinary quality. And that's what the Frick is in New 

York, and so when one says it's a Frick quality, you can't beat it, either for 

condition or aesthetic value. 

GOODWIN 

But what role did Mr. Frick play in the creation of the collection? 

DONAHUE 

Oh, he was very active in the collection, he picked out everything himself, and 

he was very much concerned that his collection forever represent him as a 

man of great taste and discernment, as well as a man of great wealth. 

GOODWIN 

Right. Was that his chief concern, to assume the role of a European-type 

aristocrat, or do you think he was personally an art lover? 

DONAHUE 



Oh, I think he loved the works of art, but I think there certainly was a very 

large percentage of being a patron of the arts, in which he could be just as 

important as he was in his steel business. 

GOODWIN 

Can you compare Frick to a contemporary collector like Armand Hammer? 

DONAHUE 

Norton Simon? 

GOODWIN 

Right, Norton Simon? 

DONAHUE 

Yeah, I think that's not a bad comparison, actually, although Norton shocks the 

public a little more with his sale of works of art and his going from one field to 

the other and selling some very great paintings, like the van Gogh that he sold 

at auction that Armand Hammer bought, that I think is a much greater 

painting than the painting [Garden of the Poet] that sold yesterday for about 

$5 million. Whereas Frick shocked mostly the dealers, I think, because people 

saw him only as a man behind those iron gates, who bought the greatest 

works of art that came on the market at the time, and if any dealer had a work 

of art of the highest price, and the finest quality, he offered it to Mr. Frick. And 

I suppose to a great extent that's true of Norton Simon today. He probably 

gets offered the major pictures, or at least a large proportion of the major 

pictures that come on the market. But again, it's a business tycoon who is to a 

certain extent using his business methods to assemble a great collection, and 

in the long run it's leaving—Frick has certainly left, and Norton Simon is in the 

process of leaving—one of the greatest collections formed in this part of the 

country. And of course I think he himself is rather pleased with the appellation 

that it's the Frick Collection of the West Coast that appears more and more 

frequently in the newspapers. 

GOODWIN 

Was the Frick Collection, do you know, ever open to the public while Frick was 

still alive? 



DONAHUE 

I don't know. 

GOODWIN 

Well, the Frick has remained the Frick and has a certain character that seems 

timeless, and a lot of people like that. 

DONAHUE 

They now have some small loan exhibitions from time to time, but except for 

the activity it's essentially the Frick. And you're right, I think people like the 

idea that they can go back and see the same paintings that they saw when 

they were children, in the same gallery of the museum. It gives them a sense 

of stability and security, knowing not only that they're going to see the same 

works of art, but knowing that they're considered to be just as great now as 

they were when they were children, and presumably will be considered that 

great when their grandchildren are their ages. 

GOODWIN 

I remember seeing an article in Art News a few years ago; it was about the 

favorite museums of museum directors when they visit New York City, and 

many of the interviewees responded that they liked the Frick most of all, 

which— 

DONAHUE 

There are many advantages in the Frick: first of all, it's small enough that you 

can see it in one afternoon without getting your feet tired and getting 

completely worn out, without wearing out your eyes or feet; second, that the 

works of art have so much to offer, that no matter how many times you go 

back, you still are discovering new things there, and yet without having to 

weed out that which is good, so that it's really a great storehouse of— It's like 

going to the finest fruit store in town, in a way. You know that that fruit store 

is always going to have the choicest fruit that's either grown here or is shipped 

in from all over the world, and you know that you don't have to worry when 

you buy it what the flavor's going to be, and yet there's always new 

discoveries to be made there, within that limited stock of first-rate fruit that is 

being carried by them. 



GOODWIN 

Right. Well, do you think that today the Frick Collection should play a more 

active role in developing an audience or reaching out to the public? 

DONAHUE 

Well, I don't think there's a problem of developing, you mean of reaching out; 

I think that they probably have as much attendance there as they can handle. 

Certainly if you go there on a Sunday afternoon, there are always tremendous 

crowds, and I don't think they could really get many more people in. But as far 

as becoming a more popular museum, when I worked there, it was very 

frustrating that we weren't doing more, and we always felt that there should 

be more exhibitions, there should be more public outreach of one kind or 

another. But looking back after being away for a number of years and just 

going to New York from time to time visiting, I'm rather delighted that it 

remains as it is without a great change, although I must say that I do welcome 

small additional exhibitions of drawings or whatever they might have. Which 

as long as we're assured that the quality of that small exhibition is going to be 

up to the quality of the other things in the Frick Collection, then you know that 

you're going to have the same, let's say, a kind of miniature experience on the 

most rarified level. 

GOODWIN 

Right. Well, it sounds essentially like an art historian's museum, but it seems 

that today the Frick is also an antiquated museum, compared to the 

Metropolitan, or Los Angeles County, or the major metropolitan museums. 

DONAHUE 

Or to the Metropolitan, which has done so much. And we certainly used every 

effort to reach as many people as possible here. And Rick had very much in 

mind— If we can jump ahead of the story, in relation to the Frick Collection, 

since we both came from there, Rick's idea was a museum of about three 

hundred and fifty objects, each one to be perfect, and that's what he wrote 

and spoke of at the time of the opening of the museum in Fort Worth, at the 

Kimbell Museum in Fort Worth, as his goal. Not to have a large number of 

paintings in storage, not to have a coverage of the whole history of art, but to 

have three hundred to three hundred and fifty superb objects, and when he 



could find a better object, trading the one that he had in order always to have 

the limited number, which he felt was the number that people could see at 

one time, that limited number of great works of art. Now as far as the County 

Museum here, I felt quite the opposite, because I felt that this museum has to 

be the Metropolitan of Los Angeles, not the Frick Collection. And if Norton 

Simon is the Frick Collection, we have even more reason for being the 

Metropolitan, because as the big public museum, we have to try to bring as 

many people in, with as many diversified interests as we possibly can and give 

them, I won't say provide something for every last interest in the community, 

but certainly for the major, for the interest of any considerable part of the 

population. But Rick's point of view towards museums was very much 

influenced by his experience at the Frick Collection. 

GOODWIN 

Let's move on to— 

DONAHUE 

And I suppose the reason mine wasn't is that I had the [John and Mable] 

Ringling Museum [of Art] as a big public museum dependent, actually, on the 

number of visitors every year, as an experience between the Frick and the Los 

Angeles County Museum. 

GOODWIN 

How did your appointment at Sarasota come about? 

DONAHUE 

Well, even while I was working at the Frick, I just assumed that my working in 

museums was something temporary and that eventually I would go into an 

academic position. And I had an offer of two jobs at one time, one at the 

University of Chicago: Ulrich Middeldorf was leaving and going back to 

Florence, and his position was open there. He brought me out to Chicago for 

an interview and said he would like me to consider seriously taking the 

position there. At that very moment I had the offer to work with Chick Austin 

[A. Everett Austin, Jr.] in Sarasota. The Ringling Museum happens to be the 

only specialized seventeenth-century museum in America. It has things other 

than seventeenth-century, but the emphasis of the collection is seventeenth-



century, and so it seemed to be, well, an almost obvious kind of place for me 

to go. But it really wasn't that. It was the opportunity of working with Chick 

Austin that tempted me to take that job rather than to take the teaching job, 

because Chick was one of the great museum directors, one of the real 

geniuses among museum directors. I had tremendous admiration for what he 

had purchased at Hartford [Wadsworth Atheneum], before he went to 

Sarasota, as well as for the exhibitions that he had done at Hartford, some of 

the pioneering exhibitions in America. A number of people make the claim, 

and he made it also, that he had the first Picasso show in this country. I don't 

know if the fact has been determined, but he firmly believed that his Picasso 

show was the first in America. 

GOODWIN 

I looked that up yesterday, and I think his was 1934, the Museum of Modern 

Art's was about '38, '39. 

DONAHUE 

And of course he had such things as Virgil Thomson's Four Saints in Three Acts, 

and he was the sponsor of a whole movement in painting. It was a movement 

that I didn't find very personally compatible, and that is neo-romanticism, with 

[Eugene] Berman and [Christian] Bérard and [Pavel] Tchelitchew. But in this 

country it was really a Hartford-centered movement, and Chick was the kind 

of guiding spirit behind that movement. 

GOODWIN 

I saw that in 1958 the Ringling Museum and the Wadsworth Atheneum 

organized an exhibition in honor of Chick Austin. 

DONAHUE 

Right. 

GOODWIN 

That's an impressive publication, with the various essays by people who knew 

him. 

DONAHUE 



So I really went to Florida in order to work with Chick and also to help begin to 

transform what was still very much a kind of warehouse of paintings into a 

museum. Chick had already selected the paintings that were in best condition. 

When he went there, the moisture was running off the walls, actually 

dripping; the walls were sometimes dripping in the morning with moisture; 

the paintings, some of them were in very bad condition, just flaking right in 

the galleries, and others were in a dank storage where they were flaking. And 

he had begun the process of making the place habitable for paintings, 

although I still remember, if I can say this, that my first impression when I 

walked into the library area was the smell of dead rats. And we immediately 

got some cats, because what had happened is that the guards had put [out] 

rat poison, and the rats crawled in the walls and died. So we got cats, and 

after a while the smell disappeared and so did the rats. But it was a matter of 

getting rid of the rats, getting rid of the dampness— The basement storage 

area used to flood every couple of years, way up to where we'd have to wade 

in there up to our knees or even higher, and raising the paintings still as high 

as they could possibly go. 

GOODWIN 

Why did Austin go to Sarasota? 

DONAHUE 

He had left Hartford and had come to Los Angeles—and curiously he lived 

right here on the same street on which we live, although we didn't know that 

when we moved here; we found out some time later—and he was going to 

somehow participate in movies. He didn't know whether he was going to be a 

producer or a director or design sets or what he was going to do. He was going 

to be active in the movies. One of his very close friends was Bette Davis, 

Somehow it all didn't work out, and then he was invited by the governor of 

Florida to become the director of the museum. He had been recommended by 

one of his professors at Harvard for the position in Sarasota, when they were 

looking for the first director. He went down and talked with the governor and 

in the governor's office accepted the position. It's very interesting what he did: 

he asked the governor if he could make a phone call to Venice, Italy, after he 

said, "Yes, I'll take it." And he called Adolph Loewi (who also was here in Los 

Angeles later), called him and said he would like to have the Asolo Theater, 



which Loewi had for sale. The Asolo Theater had been built— Rather, there's a 

little horseshoe theater, very much like a miniature [La] Fenice, that had been 

built in Asolo, that's thirty-odd miles up in the hills outside of Venice, and in 

the castle of Catherine Cornaro. It was dismantled under Mussolini, and a new 

movie theater was erected in its place, a Fascist-style movie theater, an ugly 

thing, and the Asolo Theater was stored in the public latrines. And Adolph 

Loewi, who had an antiquarian shop in Venice as well as in Munich, heard 

about it and bought it. Chick visited him shortly after that in Venice, and he 

saw the theater and thought it was absolutely wonderful, but he had just built 

the Avery Theater and couldn't buy it. And he told Adolph that if he ever 

moved to another museum, the first thing he wanted to do was buy that 

theater. So as soon as he accepted the position he called from the governor's 

office to Venice and said, "We're going to buy that theater. " And he did buy it 

and set it up temporarily in the biggest gallery in the museum, and then was 

able to get an appropriation from the legislature for a building for the theater, 

and that building was almost completed at the time that I got to Sarasota. But 

unfortunately Chick died quite suddenly. 

GOODWIN 

Natural causes? 

DONAHUE 

Yeah, he died of cancer of the lung. He smoked a carton of cigarettes a day, 

not a pack a day, but a carton of cigarettes a day. When he came to our 

house— He finally brought us an ashtray that was big enough for him, because 

none of our ashtrays were big enough. He just chain-smoked from the time he 

got up until he went to bed, and he always kept a carton of cigarettes in his 

office and another one in his car, in each of his cars—and he had many of 

them, he loved cars. One of the local garage people said that when it ran out 

of gas he got a new one. And always something extraordinary; he had a 

Bentley and a Rolls and he had the first Karman Ghia that came to this 

country, a long series of wonderful cars. And each one of them was well 

equipped with cigarettes, so that wherever he was, he just chain-smoked. And 

he had a problem, a little cyst on his spine, and they operated. It was benign, 

but he went into a coma and never recovered because the cancer of the lung 

was so bad. But he was completely unaware of it. 



GOODWIN 

Was there a museum building erected by the Ringlings? 

DONAHUE 

Oh yes, there is a building that looked like a Roman villa, on three sides of a 

sculpture court. Ringling bought sculptures that had been made in, copies of 

sculptures from Pompeii and Herculaneum mostly, bronzes that had been 

made in the nineteenth century in Naples, to put into the court. It was laid out 

with a sculpture in the center of each grass plot, and hedges lining the plots, 

and walkways between them, a big fountain at the far end. There were 

galleries on three sides, and at the fourth side was a large fountain and a kind 

of bridge connecting the two sides, and a copy of Michelangelo's David. But a 

mammoth copy. 

GOODWIN 

But the galleries weren't open following Ringling's death? 

DONAHUE 

Between his death and the time Chick arrived there, the galleries were open 

part of the time, but part of the time they were not. I don't know whether it 

was the parks department or somebody tried to keep them open, but there 

was no professional there at all, and the objects were beginning to fall apart. 

So Chick began the process of making a museum out of it, and I took up where 

he left off. As I said, he died quite unexpectedly, I guess it was about a year 

and a half after I went down there, and then I became his successor, really 

with a dedication to continuing what Chick had done, had started. So I was the 

one who opened the theater, but in a manner that I think would have 

delighted Chick no end. He was going to open the theater with two small 

operas, for which he would have paid the bill. When I became director I went 

to the governor and the cabinet, and told them that all that was in the budget 

was four thousand dollars for the opening performance in the theater, and 

that I would need considerably more than that. And the governor said, "Well, 

what would Chick Austin have done?" And I said, "Well, he would have 

reached in his private pocket, which was quite ample, but I don't have a 

private pocket like that." And the governor said, "Well, what you don't have in 

revenue, you have to make up with ingenuity." So I went to New York and I 



saw first Lincoln Kirstein, who was a dear friend of Chick's, and Lincoln said 

that he owned the costumes and sets forThe Abduction from Seraglio that had 

just been performed by the New York City Center, and he'd be willing to lend 

them, for just the transportation down there and back, to start us off. And he 

said, "Go over and talk with Julius Rudel, " and see what he could do about 

getting us some singers. I'd never met Rudel before; so I went over and talked 

with Rudel, and he was sort of intrigued by the idea of opening an eighteenth-

century theater in Florida, especially in January, and he said, "Well, if you can 

assemble the best musicians in Florida, I'll come down and whip them into 

shape." And nobody has ever spoken a more literal word, because when he 

did come down, he really beat those poor musicians. I got the best musicians 

from Miami and Jacksonville and St. Petersburg and Tampa and Sarasota, 

itself, to make up a small orchestra, twenty-three pieces, for a Mozart 

orchestra. And then he said, "Now, see, I think I can get the singers to come 

down at absolutely minimum rates. So it's a lark, let's do it." And the leading 

tenor was Robert Rounseville, and the rest of the cast all came from the City 

Center. So I went back to see how we could spread that four thousand dollars 

out, to pay all the transportation for that number of people in the cast, and for 

Rudel to come to stay about two weeks, since he had to come quite early to 

begin getting people in shape. While I was in New York I talked to Dorothy 

Seiberling at Life magazine, and she said, "Oh, it sounds exciting, it sounds like 

something we'd want to cover in Life." So she said, "Get in touch with me as 

things progress." I went back and went to the Chamber of Commerce, and 

they just weren't willing to come up with any more money, and our own board 

of trustees didn't feel that they could put up any more money. So we had the 

four thousand dollars, and we began selling tickets and trying to see what kind 

of public support we could raise. There was a lot of enthusiasm in the 

community, but not big money. But in any event it looked like we might be 

able to eke our way through. And I remember at one point we had to put up 

our house, nobody knew we had two mortgages on it, but we had to put up 

our house as guarantee for the transportation of the scenery down, and the 

costumes. As the time came closer and closer I kept calling Dorothy Seiberling, 

and she was in Europe. About a week to ten days before the opening night of 

the performance—I think everybody was already there, the costumes and sets 

were there, the singers were there working out and having a great time, and 

the musicians were there working out and having a miserable time—I finally 



got a call from Dorothy Seiberling saying, "We'll do it. I'm sending a man 

named [Don] Cravens over, he's going to take some photographs." I 

immediately went to the Chamber of Commerce, and you've never seen such 

a metamorphosis in your life. As soon as they knew Life magazine was coming, 

there was as much money as we needed. She was very specific about what 

she wanted. She wanted a big party in the Ringling residence, with everybody 

dressed up in a costume, so we went to the circus costumers, a big warehouse 

of costumes, and arranged for everybody who had a ticket to be able to get a 

costume. We got an orchestra together. She wanted also a barge built out on 

the bay, by the Ringling residence, and fireworks over the residence. We got it 

all set up with the help of the Chamber of Commerce, and on opening day the 

photographer from Life actually did show up. Of course there wasn't any 

guarantee they were going to use the photographs, but at least he showed up. 

And then he was going to take a picture. We discussed having the actors come 

on the stage and bow, so that he could take a picture, right before the 

overture, to bow on the stage. Then someone pointed out that union 

regulations wouldn't permit that, because an actor can't show his face in a 

commercial photograph without being paid for it. And they were all helping 

cut corners every way possible, so Rounseville said, "Well, we can't show our 

face, can we show any other part of our anatomy? There's nothing in the 

contract against it." So I got them all lined up. The photographer got up in the 

seraglio, looking out at his horseshoe audience, and the whole opening night 

audience there, all dressed in their finest, and people had come from all over 

the state for that opening, and there the largest, most important photograph 

he took is the actors bowing. So I told everybody to applaud as if they had just 

seen a great performance, because they were applauding for Life magazine's 

photographer, and I think he got more applause than they ever would have 

got. So he took the photographs, along with many, many others, and they 

actually used that big one, in color, and several additional pages in black-and-

white. 

1.5. TAPE NUMBER: III, Side One (May 14, 1980) 

GOODWIN 

And we're continuing with our discussion of the Ringling Museum. 

DONAHUE 



So the Chamber of Commerce paid the bill, and we didn't have to move into a 

tent. The theater continued to operate with great success, and we established 

a series of baroque and Restoration comedies, scheduled a series of baroque 

and Restoration comedies for the summer, and that series, with alterations, 

they don't emphasize baroque and Restoration, but a summer play series is 

still going on to this day. And then we had, during the winter season, a 

chamber opera season. And a lot of chamber music, as well as a fairly great 

number of lectures and the visit of many of the leading scholars and museum 

people in America, who came down once a year for a symposium. We had at 

the museum a symposium for the two state universities, FSU [Florida State 

University] and University of Florida, sponsored by the two state universities 

and our museum. There we really were very fortunate because it was always 

at a pleasant time of year when it was very unpleasant in the North, and we 

were very fortunate in getting so many, many, many of our distinguished 

colleagues down there. So it wasn't quite as isolated as one might think. Living 

there was isolated, in a certain sense, because we didn't have great libraries to 

work with? we didn't have the daily contact with colleagues that we might 

have had elsewhere. My wife always used to call it living in the foreign service. 

But through the course of the year, with the lecturers, with the musicians— 

And the community had a very rich musical life, in which we participated quite 

actively. Some of the major quartets and other chamber groups from this 

country and in Europe that were traveling at that time, used to come to 

Sarasota. There was no opera. Some of the great symphonies came down 

there. [tape recorder off] 

GOODWIN 

How good is the collection at Sarasota? [tape recorder off] 

DONAHUE 

The collection really is an extraordinary collection. The most spectacular 

paintings there are not necessarily the greatest paintings; there are four large 

cartoons from the Triumph of the Eucharist series by Rubens. Ringling said he 

always liked giants and elephants—he didn't like dwarves very much—so in 

paintings he bought giant paintings. Among them were those four big Rubens 

cartoons. They are done by the combination of Rubens and the studio. While 

one can distinguish a number of hands (that's typical of Rubens' studio work), 



there are still many, many passages in them that one can feel as the work of 

Rubens himself. They are certainly very impressive, and in the first gallery, the 

introduction to the museum, they give really a feeling of what baroque art is 

about. See, Ringling's parents came from Bavaria; their name was Rungeling. 

He, apparently on his many trips back to Germany, although he was born in 

this country, he saw the Bavarian palaces and wanted to be not only an 

American entrepreneur but a Bavarian aristocrat at the same time; and so he 

bought the kind of paintings that the great aristocrats, the great princes of the 

seventeenth and eighteenth century, would have bought and even provided a 

villa not so different from a villa that might have been built at that time. 

GOODWIN 

He was buying in the 1920s? 

DONAHUE 

Right. And he bought pictures that many other people weren't really 

interested in, like he bought those four cartoons from the Duke of 

Westminster. Now aesthetically, our little sketch for the Triumph of the 

Eucharist may surpass the big cartoon in Sarasota— I was going to say the Los 

Angeles County Museum sketch, which we bought a few years ago, but it 

doesn't give the impression when somebody walks into the gallery of a real 

baroque. It doesn't give a real baroque experience to somebody who's never 

been in a baroque church, never even been in the great Rubens gallery at the 

Louvre, never seen that number, that kind, that size of baroque object, that 

enthusiasm for life, that bubbling quality, and so it really offers a great 

experience to the many, many tourists who go there and who just haven't 

been to Europe. That's the first gallery. The rest of the collection is to a great 

extent Italian, not many early pictures but a few early pictures and then high 

renaissance on, with emphasis on the seventeenth and eighteenth century, 

and then Dutch and Flemish, including some finer works of minor masters that 

one just doesn't see elsewhere. So the collection is always something very 

exciting for art historians, because there are discoveries to be made and 

reattributions to be done and new interpretations of subject matter to be 

made. It's a real kind of treasure house for a historian. 

GOODWIN 



I'm hoping to see it someday. 

DONAHUE 

Actually, there was not a great amount of money to increase the collection, 

but during the time I was there we used most of the money that was available 

for restoration rather than acquisition. I think probably the most distinguished 

painting that we bought during that period was the Poussin Ecstasy of St. Paul, 

that Poussin had done for the Sieur de Chantelou as a pendant to the Vision of 

Ezekiel by Raphael. 

GOODWIN 

And how did you acquire the painting? 

DONAHUE 

It was in a New York dealer, and I saw it there and brought it home under my 

arm. Chick was still alive at that time, and so we fortunately had enough 

money to purchase it in the budget. But I still remember the great excitement; 

I don't think I've ever been as excited to carry a painting under my arm as I 

was that one. And it's always remained one of my favorites. I wish we had it 

out here as well as its being in Sarasota. 

GOODWIN 

What were some of your other acquisitions? 

DONAHUE 

Well, I suppose the most important thing that I did was start buying sculpture. 

I bought some German baroque sculpture, Norhann and Paul Gunther Mull, 

and people like that, and a collection of baroque medals. Chick had bought 

furniture. He had started moving in that direction of embellishing the 

collection of paintings by adding some very fine Venetian eighteenth-century 

furniture, and then after he died I bought from his widow, for the museum, 

part of his own furniture collection, which was beautiful. Then I started buying 

sculpture that I hope has laid the basis for some future development of a 

collection of sculpture there. But really a great, great amount of emphasis was 

placed on conservation while I was there. There was no conservator there at 

that time. When Chick went down, he brought a man named Cesare di Orio, 

who was a very fast worker and did, you might say, the preliminary work of 



cleaning and putting things into some kind of shape to preserve them. And 

then when I went down, I had met in New York a man named Edward Korany, 

and we brought Korany down, and he stayed there for, oh, the next fifteen 

years, I suppose, and died shortly after that. He's the one who restored those 

mammoth Rubens cartoons and restored many of the other paintings. In fact, 

if there were a monument erected for saving paintings that otherwise would 

have been destroyed, Korany certainly deserves such a monument, because so 

many, many of the paintings were beginning to flake or at least had blisters, if 

not flaking, and cleavages that were not clearly visible but would have become 

problems within a few years. And so he did an extensive amount of relining 

and the fundamental work of conservation as opposed to restoration, of 

saving the paintings that would otherwise have been destroyed by the 

climate. 

GOODWIN 

Did you also increase the staff, the curatorial staff? 

DONAHUE 

Yes, well, there was no curatorial staff when Chick went. There were two 

other people who came down at the same time I did, and then we were able 

to get some people of rather considerable standing to come down during 

those next years. The curator of the circus museum was a man named Mel 

Miller, who was a fine showman and a good historian of the circus and loved 

the circus. There was a circus museum on the grounds too. 

GOODWIN 

Which was administered by the director? 

DONAHUE 

Right, yes. Then Creighton Gilbert was there for some years as curator of 

paintings, and then he was followed by Bob Parks, who had been director at 

Smith College. 

GOODWIN 

Gilbert was your colleague at the Institute of Fine Arts? 

DONAHUE 



Yeah. 

GOODWIN 

And he went the route of museums. 

DONAHUE 

Yes, but he didn't stay very long. What happened, he was teaching, he taught 

first at Emory [University] and then Indiana University, and he said that before 

he got to be thirty-five, he wanted the experience of working in a museum to 

see whether he'd rather be a museum curator or a professor. And he stayed I 

guess maybe three years, and then went to Brandeis [University], and decided 

that as alluring as it was to work with objects, he still didn't like having a 

twelve-months-a-year job. He didn't like the much greater amount of work 

that he realized took place in a museum, that took time from his own research 

and writing, and so he went to Brandeis and became a professor again. He's 

now at Cornell [University], But he didn't get weaned away completely, 

because at Brandeis he was also curator of Italian painting, I'm not quite sure, 

in the Rose [Art] Museum. So there was still for him a considerable attraction 

in working with objects, which art historians and the university art historians 

don't have the opportunity of having. 

GOODWIN 

Especially in smaller towns, 

DONAHUE 

So I would say the biggest, while I had fun with promoting musical events and 

theatrical events, the biggest job to be done was making the building 

habitable, providing air conditioning, lighting, closing up windows that were 

letting in all that humidity through the night and rapid changes in 

temperature, and also light, which was certainly deleterious to the paintings 

and drawings (we began to buy drawings at the center then; Ringling had not 

bought drawings) and decorative arts that Chick had begun to buy, deleterious 

to them. So it was really making a museum out of it and establishing a library. 

Ringling had a small nucleus of an art library, a very good nucleus of an art 

library, including a number of seventeenth-, eighteenth-century sources that 

we're told he used to read himself at night for amusement. I started the 



library rolling, but the major activity, if one were writing a history of what was 

the important thing of those years, it was really the conservation. One had to 

do all the other things in order to get the resources for conservation, but it 

was the conservation work that was done. 

GOODWIN 

Did you show any modern art? 

DONAHUE 

Yes. We had many exhibitions of modern art, and in fact— 

GOODWIN 

Yes, I recall the [Sidney] Janis painters exhibition. 

DONAHUE 

Curiously, you see, there was no museum of modern art in the state, and so-— 

GOODWIN 

In the South. 

DONAHUE 

Right, and so our museum became the museum that promoted the best of 

Florida artists during the time it was there. We had exhibitions of Florida 

artists and of southeastern painters and one-man shows of the very best of 

the Florida artists, and then brought to Florida, which was I think very 

important, what was going on in New York. We had not only Janis, but we had 

a Sam Kootz show as well, and several dealer shows. 

GOODWIN 

Did you have a curator of modern art? 

DONAHUE 

No, I was the curator of modern art, curiously, and as soon as I came here— I 

was very much involved with the contemporary artists there, and then when I 

came here we had a department of modern art. There was a great enthusiasm 

for modern art here at that time, and so I really felt I had to go and reverse the 

position and plug the old masters here. 



GOODWIN 

Why hasn't there been a stronger tradition of art museums in the South? 

DONAHUE 

What cultural tradition does exist in the South? The only tradition is literature, 

that apparently the British brought with them when they first came. From 

Virginia, with its university and its high degree of acculturation, their 

influences spread to the rest of the South, and Atlanta, to some extent, 

became a literary center. But there was no tradition of music, no tradition of 

the visual arts, and the visual arts, after all, require a great amount of money 

and physical space, and they are physical objects, which means a lot of 

maintenance. It's a lot different thing, well, even from music, which doesn't 

have those requirements. There's just no tradition there yet for the visual arts, 

and I suppose again with the strong British cultural background, after all, if you 

think of the waves of influence from Europe that came into New York and 

spread across the country, and even into Boston, and even into New England, 

with the Germans and the Swedes and the Poles and the Scots and whoever 

else, it was— Certainly music was carried across this country by the Germans, 

the German immigrants, much more than it would ever have developed on 

the basis of just the English background. The visual arts came more slowly, but 

certainly I think there must have been influences from the different ethnic 

groups that came in and the traditions that they brought with them. In the 

North, but it just wasn't in the South. The South had much more a pure British 

tradition, early British tradition, let's say, and there just wasn't that much 

emphasis on the visual arts yet. 

GOODWIN 

But even since World War II, the West has grown dramatically in terms of its 

art museums, and the South still remains behind. 

DONAHUE 

I don't know, unless it's the pure British tradition which doesn't place that 

much emphasis on the visual arts. I don't know what else; it must be 

something else, but— 

GOODWIN 



Well, is it a reflection of the use or abuse of wealth? 

DONAHUE 

Well, the South is changing, of course, but there's very much an emphasis 

placed on the good life for the aristocrat, for the good life for the man who 

possessed wealth, who might have paintings in his own home, although just as 

often, not having a good background in the visual arts, just as often those 

paintings might be copies as originals, but at least they would decorate the 

fine homes. But they were not for the public? they were for the individual, so 

that scattered through the South there may very well be some interesting 

small collections. I mentioned before a man named Morris Belknap, who lived 

in Louisville. Morris Belknap had, as I said then, and this is more southern than 

it is just Kentucky, had little exhibitions up on his home on the river road, but 

those were only for his friends, his relatives, and friends of his friends. So that 

there has not been in the South, unless it's developing in Atlanta now, there 

hasn't been that sense of building a museum for the community. You build 

universities, you build libraries, and then you build concert halls, but you don't 

yet build museums in the Southeast. I don't know if one ever will. 

GOODWIN 

Nobody in the South has been particularly interested in modern art. 

DONAHUE 

No. Well, a place like Miami, which has such a large population from New 

York, one would assume would have had a museum by this time. There have 

been four or five abortive attempts to establish a museum, and there still isn't 

one. I think just recently there's another museum being established, but 

whether it's going to develop or not I don't know. And if it isn't true of Miami, 

well, going on up even as far north as North Carolina, the Raleigh museum 

[North Carolina Museum of Art] is a fairly good museum, established just by 

two men and their devotion. If it hadn't been for them there'd probably never 

be a museum there, and it has a hard time getting appropriations. It still 

doesn't seem to play the part in the life of the community that our museum 

plays in this community. 

GOODWIN 



Actually the Raleigh museum and the Ringling Museum are similar institutions, 

in that they're both state supported. 

DONAHUE 

Yeah. 

GOODWIN 

How extensively was there state support for the Ringling? 

DONAHUE 

There was always a large section of the legislature that felt that everything 

should be paid for by tourists, but happily usually the governor and some of 

the cabinet members and a few influential legislators were enough to carry 

the ball, to get a modest income, a modest annual income for the museum. 

Then we started having, a couple years after I became director there, we 

started having a legislative weekend. We got the governor and cabinet and all 

the legislators down. They were put up at a place over on one of the Keys, a 

fine beach hotel. They were brought over in buses to the museum and spent 

the day, with first of all a welcoming dinner the night before on the terrace of 

the residence, and if the weather permitted they could come by boat, 

otherwise they'd have to come by bus. Then the next day they'd have a 

breakfast on the beach, with Bloody Marys beginning at that time of the day— 

GOODWIN 

Get them in the mood. 

DONAHUE 

And then they'd come to the museum, and they'd see a little bit of the 

museum. Then we'd have a lunch, with tents—not circus tents, striped tents, 

actually—out on the bay, and then in the afternoon they'd see more of the 

museum and then they'd go home and rest. Then we'd have a dinner back at 

the museum, and a play or an opera or something for them in the Asolo 

Theater, and then they'd go home and have a number of nightcaps and go 

back to Tallahassee the next day. And that produced miracles, as far as the 

budget was concerned. 

GOODWIN 



What was the budget, by the way? 

DONAHUE 

Gosh, you know, I don't remember anymore. I had a budget here that I threw 

out when I was cleaning out not very long ago, and I didn't even look in it to 

see what the budget was. It was a small budget compared with the Los 

Angeles County Museum of Art, but a great budget compared with what it was 

when I first got there, before the legislative weekend. Every year they came 

they provided more and more money for us, and we were coming along very 

nicely. 

GOODWIN 

What were the attendance figures? 

DONAHUE 

You know, I don't even remember that. My recollection is something around 

350,000 a year paid attendance, 325,000 to 350,000. 

GOODWIN 

Sounds like a lot for— 

DONAHUE 

Yeah. 

GOODWIN 

What is the population of Sarasota? 

DONAHUE 

In the winter 100,000 and 20,000 in the summer. But that was tourist 

attendance: 325,000 to 350,000, I remember because that was the box-office 

receipts that we had to spend, in addition to whatever the legislature 

appropriated. 

GOODWIN 

Was there any private fundraising? 

DONAHUE 



Yes, there was some private fundraising. But not for acquisitions, for 

operations and for educational activities. And as things developed there was 

more and more interest in the museum, and support groups established, so 

that they went out and raised money both for theatrical activities as well as 

for exhibitions. Sometimes exhibitions were paid for by those groups, but 

mostly for educational activities. And we had a developing education 

department. Jean Doyle, who is here now, was head of the education there for 

a while. Now she's Jean D'Andrea. At the time there was Jean and Pat— What 

was her name at that time? [Patricia Pierce] Later she married a man named 

Nick and her name became Patricia Nick. And a third girl named Sullivan. They 

were really three first- rate people, and they did a wonderful job of preparing 

exhibitions that went out to schools, that circulated through the state, of 

doing television programs, of eight- and ten-minute tapes that were sent to 

radio stations through the state, and then of course a very active docent 

program, a program of lectures, so that in some ways the education 

department was more active there than our education department has been 

here [Los Angeles County Museum of Art] most of the time in this past 

decade, because the— Well, there was that tremendous public out there that 

had no other contacts with works of art. 

GOODWIN 

Did you have a mobile unit? 

DONAHUE 

No, not like Virginia. We didn't have a mobile unit, but we did have the 

circulation of people and of objects. We were just beginning to plan another 

wing for the building, which was built after I left there, and the one thing that I 

had insisted on was that we have a television studio. But unfortunately that 

was the one thing that was scrapped when I left. I think it would have been 

really of paramount importance to the state to have had a good television 

studio in an art museum, where there could have been regular broadcasts and 

rebroadcasts, with videotapes made of both the musical and theatrical 

activities that went on there, which were of very high quality, and of the art 

exhibitions and lectures and visitors and all those things, that could have 

brought the kind of really much richer experience that we had in Sarasota 



than anybody else in the state had, and most people in the Southeast had. 

And we could have brought that experience to the rest of the people. 

GOODWIN 

It sounds like an entire arts complex, not merely an art museum. I'm curious to 

hear some more about the circus museum. 

DONAHUE 

Yeah, the circus museum was founded by Chick Austin. 

GOODWIN 

Not the Ringlings? 

DONAHUE 

No. 

GOODWIN 

Really. 

DONAHUE 

There was an old garage that Chick turned into the first building of the circus 

museum, and he got the Norths (he was a good friend of John and Henry 

North), and so he got the Norths to bring some of the circus wagons, some of 

the old beautifully carved circus wagons, and put them on exhibition in that 

garage, and then he began to collect posters, just buy them up—after all, you 

could buy circus posters for a nickel apiece then—and other circus 

memorabilia. He himself had a historical collection of magic, both objects that 

were used by not only [Harry] Houdini, but the man from whom Houdini took 

his name, [Jean] Robert Houdin, one of the great magicians of the nineteenth 

century, and other of the early magicians. He had objects that they used, 

publicity about the magicians and the history of magic going on back to the 

renaissance. 

GOODWIN 

And Austin was a magician? 

DONAHUE 



He was a magician himself, yeah. In fact, that's one of the problems that he 

had in Hartford, that his board didn't like him performing magic tricks in public 

theaters. 

GOODWIN 

[laughter] A museum director has to be a magician. 

GOODWIN 

And so Chick added that collection. There was another large historical 

collection purchased, of posters and handbills and rat bills [Transcript 

Footnote: When two rival circuses appeared simultaneously in a town, each 

organization handed out "rat bills" denigrating the other's reputation and 

performance.] and paraphernalia of all kinds from museums, and miniature 

circuses, and so on; and all that went into, was accumulated there. Then Mel 

Miller came and joined the staff, and in the decade that Mel was with us—in 

fact he was still there when I left—but Mel really made a solid historical 

museum of the circus out of it. 

GOODWIN 

Did the art historians resent the circus museum? 

DONAHUE 

Oh, no, the art historians thought it was just a delight. 

GOODWIN 

I think it sounds fascinating. 

DONAHUE 

Because again there were so many, well, elements of iconography that went 

into detail, [laughter] So you see there was the Ringling residence that was 

preserved as an historic house, and that was— 

GOODWIN 

That's open to visitors? 

DONAHUE 

Yeah, and that was really then a wealthy man's residence of the twenties. 



GOODWIN 

San Simeon. 

DONAHUE 

Very much, the Florida San Simeon, except that Hearst never had himself 

depicted in the way that Ringling did. He and his wife Mable are shown in 

relief on the facade as Adam and Eve, completely nude. There's the Ringling 

residence, there's the museum of the circus, the Asolo Theater, and the art 

museum. And so the whole thing is a theatrical setting, because in many ways 

the museum building itself, that villa-like building, is just as much of a stage 

set as the theater is. 

GOODWIN 

Like the Getty [Museum]. 

DONAHUE 

Right. 

GOODWIN 

Were there grounds as well? Or are there? 

DONAHUE 

Yeah, extensive grounds. Well, there was a rose garden that Ringling had 

planted, and then before I left I put in a long avenue of cypresses to extend 

that vista from the entrance to the museum across the sculpture court, over 

the statue of David and all the way down to the bay, through that avenue of 

cypresses (I assume they're mammoth by now). My conception was that it 

would look like a Roman villa, somewhere like the Villa d'Este or something 

like that, as drawn by [Jean-Honor§] Fragonard. And then Jean D'Andrea and I 

planned a little dwarf garden, with eighteenth-century Venetian dwarf figures, 

garden figures, that had been sort of scattered on the grounds, and we 

brought them all together into a little dwarf garden that connected the 

theater to the art museum building. Then there was the area of ruins. There 

was a tremendous banyan tree, and if the building was built, the columns and 

capitals that Ringling had brought there from, you know, gathering things like 

Hearst, had brought there from everywhere, and among them were a couple 



of Victorian sculptures, and they all became romantically entwined in the 

roots of the banyan tree. It became a real Thomas Gray sight there on the 

grounds, as something again quite different. 

GOODWIN 

What did the museum mean to you, in a personal way? 

DONAHUE 

I suppose first of all it meant Chick Austin, as a man whom I admired very 

much; and then it meant a re-creation, as theatrical as it was, a re-creation of 

the kinds of experiences that one can have in Europe and one can have in very 

few other places in this country: the visit to a baroque villa filled with baroque 

paintings, some of which were very fine, any of which were very fine; the visit 

to a theater which offered seventeenth- and eighteenth-century plays and 

operas and concerts; and the kind of amusing sidelights of the history of the 

circus, again going back to the renaissance; and then Ringling's own memorial, 

his own house. But mostly it was that sense of a living baroque environment, 

and, after all, the baroque villas, the palaces that we see today, have so much 

of the life taken out of them because so many of them, especially in Germany, 

had zoos and aviaries, and they certainly had a lot of chamber music, and they 

had theaters, some of them, with plays, both garden theaters and interior 

theaters. And very many of the things that were there in Sarasota were still 

the kind of last gasps of the baroque. You know, even in a sense the old circus 

wagon garage, the old garage which was transformed into a circus museum, is 

not really so terribly different from the coachhouse with its baroque coaches. 

GOODWIN 

Did the circus people embrace the museum, the circus museum? 

DONAHUE 

Some of them had a great interest, and most of them were not interested at 

all. 

GOODWIN 

Really. But the circus was wintered in Sarasota. 

DONAHUE 



Yes, John North had very little interest, but Henry always had an interest. I saw 

him by chance about a year ago in a hotel in Minnesota in the elevator, and he 

immediately started talking about the museum and what was happening at 

the museum, so it's something that was close to his heart. 

GOODWIN 

What has happened to the museum since you've left? 

DONAHUE 

Well, a new wing has been built, and there's been a modern collection 

developed to add to the old master collection. There's a continuation, as I 

mentioned before, of the summer theatrical festival. In fact the Asolo Theater 

has become the official state theater of Florida, and there is a resident 

company there all year that then goes traveling around the state during the 

winter months. It plays in Sarasota in the summer, and during the winter 

months it travels around that state to universities and smaller communities 

and larger communities. In fact some of the same personnel are there, some 

of the same directors are there, who were there when I was there. 

GOODWIN 

Have you been back to visit? 

DONAHUE 

Not once. 

GOODWIN 

Really! 

DONAHUE 

Well, there's enough excitement in Los Angeles that one doesn't have to go 

back to Sarasota to find excitement. 

GOODWIN 

Well, that's what we're going to talk about time. 
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GOODWIN 

Today we're going to begin to discuss the Los Angeles County Museum [of 

Art]. And the story actually began in the mid-1950s, when Mr. Donahue was 

invited for an interview. 

DONAHUE 

Yes, Rick [Richard F. Brown] had been here only a relatively short time, and 

the position was either created at that moment or became vacant in the mid-

fifties. Rick came in late '54, I believe, and it was about a year later that he 

asked me to come out to be interviewed for the position of chief curator, or at 

least someone functioned in that capacity, whether that was the title or not, 

I'm not absolutely sure. I did come out and remember very well some of our 

later board members. Bill [William T.] Sesnon [Jr.] was president of the 

museum at that time, and I remember meeting Mia Spear—I don't remember 

quite why, I don't think we had an interview—but I remember very well 

meeting Mia Spear and Carolyn Liebig and some of the other board members. 

But most of my discussion was with Bill Sesnon. I was offered the position and 

went home very happily, with the decision to come to Los Angeles. But I then 

talked with Chick Austin, who was the director and with whom I was working 

in Sarasota at that time, and Chick said, "You know I'm getting pretty fed up 

with the place, and all the political problems and the difficulty of working in a 

public institution, " in which he had never worked before he came there, and 

he said, "If you leave I think I'll leave too. There's a museum I want to buy {he 

was personally a very wealthy man) in Saint-Paul, in southern France." He said 

he had already discussed with the city fathers his buying the museum, 

refurbishing it, and turning it back to them at his death, but retaining it as a 

kind of private museum during his lifetime, developing it during his lifetime. It 

was in the same community in which he had a medieval house which had 

been reconstructed in the seventeenth century, and he was restoring it to its 

original medieval condition. So I thought about that very seriously and felt 

that if both of us were to leave at that time, it might very well be that the park 

board would take over the museum, that it would be run just as a tourist 

attraction, that the paintings which needed conservation attention so badly 

would not have received that attention, and that the place would maybe not 

for decades and decades have become a museum, and maybe by that time it 

would be too late to save the works of art. And on that basis, as much as I 



would have liked to come on to Los Angeles earlier, on that basis I decided to 

stay in Sarasota. Not very long after that, as I mentioned in the last tape, Chick 

Austin died quite suddenly and I became director there. When the new 

building was under construction—Rick by then was the director of the 

museum, rather than the chief curator of art, as he had been originally when 

the director of the Museum of the History of Science and Art was a scientist—

Rick had a position open of deputy director and again discussed with me the 

possibility of my coming out in that capacity. By that time the Ringling 

Museum was well on its feet, and I felt that any other of our colleagues could 

take over, and that I was quite sure that it would not go to the park board but 

that a professional director would be appointed. Therefore, I came out for an 

interview and at that time met a number of board members, but especially Ed 

[Edward W, ] Carter and Franklin [D.] Murphy. They decided that we might get 

on well together, and so they offered me the position. I took it and came to 

Los Angeles then at the end of August of 1954—no, '64. 

GOODWIN 

Well, what interested you about the job? 

DONAHUE 

Well, there were several things. One, it was a tremendous challenge, a brand-

new museum, in which there was a possibility of building a collection where 

very little collection existed and of developing major exhibitions. Second, I had 

had four years of such very pleasant association with Rick that I felt that we 

would work together quite happily. In fact we did have the agreement that for 

six months of the year, Rick would take care of the administrative work and I 

would have a chance to do scholarly work. For the other six months of the 

year I would take most of the detail administrative duties and he would have a 

chance to do some writing. I mentioned earlier in our discuss ion of the Frick 

Collection that Rick's dissertation on Pissarro had never been published? that 

was one of the things he wanted to do and one of the things that I'm sure 

would have got done if our original agreement could have been put into 

effect. But shortly after my arrival I discovered that there were troubles 

between Rick and the board, and while the museum opened in April '65, and 

the public didn't have any idea there were problems, there were many things 

brewing. 



GOODWIN 

Before we mention those, could you describe what Rick Brown's vision of the 

new museum was? 

DONAHUE 

Yes, Rick felt that the museum should cover broadly the history of art. It 

should not try to be comprehensive, but rather present a limited number of 

the finest works of art that he could acquire during his lifetime, and actually 

that we should dispense with many of the works of art that were then in the 

museum collection, so that it would end up being a museum of about three 

hundred and fifty major works of art. 

GOODWIN 

So again the Frick Collection comes up. 

DONAHUE 

Correct. And that probably is the reason that in the design of the building, the 

permanent collection area is very difficult to expand. In fact the building is so 

designed that it makes a complete architectural unit that's very difficult to add 

to in any way, although there's an addition being planned right now, a wing 

being planned, which I think is going to be quite handsome. It still is not— In 

some ways it violates the original conception of the three edifices on one kind 

of Acropolis, but of course the Acropolis itself grew in that same way, with 

buildings added to earlier buildings so that it didn't retain that purity of 

balance that it had in the middle of the fifth century. 

GOODWIN 

Well, let's discuss briefly the architecture of the museum, or its merits and 

demerits, in your opinion. 

DONAHUE 

The merits are that it provides a kind of elevated park space for people to sit 

in, in the plaza, and the people who often sit in the park enjoy even more 

sitting on the plaza and watching the other people there. It provides rather 

pleasant spaces for people to walk through. The problems in the building is 

first of all that because of the amount of money expended on the exterior, 



there is less interior space than might have been available at that time for the 

$12 million spent on the building, and second, that it's a building that's really 

very difficult to use, especially the Ahmanson Building, [which] is very difficult 

to use for works of art because the galleries are so shallow. Originally the 

building was to have been considerably larger, but when there was a question 

of whether money was to be available or not, the atrium was retained in its 

original shape, but the widths of all the galleries were cut down, which meant 

that for the size of that building there's really not a great amount of exhibition 

space. And that's why it would have been desirable from the time the building 

was open, practically, to have had more space, and certainly by this time the 

museum was desperate for more exhibition space. 

GOODWIN 

There was recently an article in the Los Angeles Times, representing an 

interview with Brown and his ideas for the fiscal plan of the new building, and 

Brown preferred a different architect, ideally Mies van der Rohe, and of 

course the trustees prevailed with the Pereira firm [William L. Pereira and 

Associates]. 

DONAHUE 

Well, in some ways Pereira was the compromise between several architects 

that some members of the board and especially Howard Ahmanson, who 

contributes very heavily to the new museum, were interested in, and Rick's 

interest in Mies or an architect of the same rare qualities that Mies had. 

Pereira was a local man, he was known to everyone, he had built the CBS 

Building, which is quite a fine building, and so it seemed that he would be the 

right man for the job. The problem is that few architects have built museums, 

and somehow when they come to build a museum, they feel it has to be a 

work of art in itself, it has to be finely decorated, it has to use splendid 

materials, and they rather lose sight of the fact that it is really a space of 

exhibition of works of art, rather than an object to be displayed. And I think 

that to some extent that happened with Pereira, that he was so conscious that 

the building be a representative object that he didn't think adequately of the 

primary purpose of the museum, and consequently the space is very limited. 

But it was a kind of showplace for tourists, and the public in general was 



tremendously excited about just the very World's Fair aspects of the building 

at the time that it opened. 

GOODWIN 

Do you know if he had any particular source for the buildings in mind? 

DONAHUE 

Not to my knowledge, no, I don't think so. 

GOODWIN 

Well, you could speculate as to what the influences are. 

DONAHUE 

There are some things in the building that work extremely well: for example, 

the theater. It's a small theater, 605 seats, but the acoustics in there are about 

as nearly perfect as any building in Los Angeles or the entire United States. 

There are only two seats that are not perfect, and they're in front of the two 

columns in the back; but other than that it's just a splendid place to hear 

chamber music, or to hear anything that let's say requires being able to hear 

the subtleties of sound through the auditorium. 

GOODWIN 

Is it true that there are three separate buildings because of problems over the 

names of the donors? 

DONAHUE 

That's what Rick told me. I wasn't here, so I don't know, but Rick said that 

originally Howard Ahmanson wanted the entire complex named Ahmanson 

Museum. 

GOODWIN 

That's what I understand. 

DONAHUE 

And when that was not done, the decision was made to provide three visible 

buildings on a unified support, because as you know, the lower level, the level 

below the plaza, is occupied by offices and work space and a library and a 



children's workroom and spaces for a variety of kinds of activities that are all 

in one continuous area, not divided into several buildings. But above them 

there are the Ahmanson building and the Bing building and what was at that 

time the Lytton building, which became the Hammer building. 

GOODWIN 

And we have to remember that before there was a sculpture garden there 

were reflecting ponds. 

DONAHUE 

Reflecting [pool], right. Those just became so expensive, and so much water 

was being lost, that there might have been eventually a danger either to the 

street, to Wilshire Boulevard, or to some of the buildings in the neighborhood, 

and consequently the garden replaced the reflecting pool. 

GOODWIN 

Well, what were some of the problems that Brown experienced working with 

the board? What led to his departure? 

DONAHUE 

Howard Ahmanson said, about the time that Rick left, he said, "There really is 

nothing that's happened in these last five years that's specifically responsible. 

It's things that began to happen shortly after Rick came, and that they just 

developed into an untenable situation." And what those things were, I never 

really learned, except that Rick very much wanted to be able to run the 

museum without anything but, let's say, a kind of consultation of the board, 

some advice of the board, but advice that did not have the weight of 

authority. So what he would like to have had was the complete administration 

of the building without the board sharing that decision-making. 

GOODWIN 

Was that a reasonable expectation? 

DONAHUE 

I don't think it's a reasonable expectation in any museum in the country, 

because it may be that there is some ideal museum in which that happens, but 

by and large every board wants to have a share, and feels that that is the 



function of the board, to have a share in the policy-making and to be sure that 

those policies are implemented. That doesn't mean that the board should be 

taking an active role in the administration, but through the budget, through its 

own orders, it feels that it does have the responsibility to the community and 

a political responsibility, those are two very practical aspects of it, as well as 

their responsibility to their own conception of what a major civic cultural 

institution should be. 

GOODWIN 

Brown obviously felt that his professionalism was not being respected, I would 

imagine. 

DONAHUE 

Yes, that's true, he did. 

GOODWIN 

Well, were trustees overruling him on acquisitions or exhibition proposals? 

DONAHUE 

Well, you see I wasn't here with him long enough to know if that were 

happening or not. Actually there were very few acquisitions made during the 

period that Rick was here, because all of the effort was placed on raising the 

money, designing the new building, and generally making plans and carrying 

out the plans for the new building. He was here about ten years, and after the 

first several years, during which time he did rather revolutionize the exhibition 

program, he brought a number of exhibitions of modern art, which had a great 

impact on the community and stimulated tremendously the interest of the 

community. See, it was right after World War II, and there was a nationwide 

burst of enthusiasm for nineteenth and twentieth century, and many 

collectors springing up. Rick being a specialist in nineteenth century was just in 

the right place at the right time to take advantage of that interest that was 

developing in this community, as in other communities, in order to gain 

enthusiasm and support, the support which eventually led to the new 

building. Of course not all the people who contributed, in fact a number of the 

people who contributed, not all of them were interested in the twentieth 

century; they were interested also in the broad history of art. But the great 



public enthusiasm, I think, really was developed through his work with 

nineteenth and twentieth century. And the man that he did get as chief 

curator when I didn't take the job, Jim [James] Elliott, was a specialist in 

twentieth century, and so there was a great amount of work done with the 

contemporary artists and contemporary collectors during that period. There 

were not many acquisitions, so I don't think that the board was 

countermanding what Rick had proposed in relation to acquisitions, and it 

seems that they were basically in agreement concerning the exhibition 

program. So I don't think it was that as much as probably internal aspects of 

the administration. 

GOODWIN 

There's an inscription within the front entrance to the Ahmanson Gallery, 

listing some names of donors, but there's also a phrase I think that says that 

Brown and Norton Simon are largely responsible for the concept of the new 

museum, something to that effect. 

DONAHUE 

Right. 

GOODWIN 

Do you know what role Simon played initially in formulating the idea of the 

new museum? 

DONAHUE 

First, let me say that there are a number of other people who claim that same 

role. Certainly Howard Ahmanson felt that he had a major part in conceiving 

the idea that there should be a separate art museum. Ed Carter, who was 

president for a number of years during the building of the museum and even 

before that, was deeply devoted, and [was] one of the major fundraisers and 

deeply devoted to the idea of a separate art museum. I think there were many 

other people. But Norton Simon and Rick worked together very closely at that 

time. Norton was just beginning to build his collection, and I think that Rick 

greatly influenced the fact that the collection became an impressionist 

collection, and actually one of the great impressionist and post-impressionist 

collections in the country, of which he still has a very important part in 



Pasadena, although he sold a number of major paintings of the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. So he and Rick did work closely 

together, and they worked closely together on the concept and planning of 

the museum. Norton did offer, I believe, the first money, the first million 

dollars towards the new building. I'm not quite sure, but for some reason that 

offer was withdrawn and never realized. 

GOODWIN 

Yeah, I think it had to do with the naming of the complex after Ahmanson. 

DONAHUE 

I don't know what the reason was, again I wasn't here, but the offer was 

withdrawn. Norton eventually contributed $250,000 for the sculpture plaza 

and lent the Duveen collection at the time of the opening, and it was assumed 

that eventually the Simon collection and the museum collection would be 

combined, and Norton would be an integral part of the museum. In fact for 

the first years that I was director, we devoted most of our energy towards 

courting Mr. Simon. 

GOODWIN 

Right. 

DONAHUE 

And towards trying to put into effect what everybody thought was going to 

happen, that is the union of the two— I started to say two institutions, well, to 

the incipient Simon institution, the possible Simon institution and the 

museum. Whether it would have been a separate building for the Simon 

collection or whether it would have been one complex with Norton as possibly 

president of the museum, we don't quite know. 

GOODWIN 

What happened? 

DONAHUE 

We're getting a little ahead of the story. 

GOODWIN 



Right. 

DONAHUE 

But anyway let's talk about it. There was a period of, as I said, some years in 

which the Simon collection was the most important thing being shown at the 

museum. And we did go through a number of discussions, and Norton 

discussed with the board the possibility of a separate building, discussed his 

role in the new building, or rather the new combined museum, and each time 

that it looked like an agreement was imminent, a new aspect developed that 

had to be discussed. After a while it seemed to me, and I'm sure it must have 

seemed— I know it seems to most of the members of the staff, and it must 

have seemed this way to a number of board members, that nothing was really 

ever going to materialize, that we might go on discussing for the next four or 

five or ten years the possibility of this unification without an agreement being 

reached during Mr. Simon's lifetime. And we all wished him a very long life, so 

we didn't want an agreement to have come by his demise. And therefore, I'm 

afraid, I was the one who wrote the letter, or made the proposal, and maybe 

eventually wrote the first letter to Mr. Simon—I believe I did, with the 

agreement of the board—saying that unless there was an agreement, we felt 

that we had to go on and build a museum independently, because we had not 

concentrated on building the collection. We'd begun to develop I think a 

rather distinguished exhibition program, but we had made very, very few 

purchases, as long as there was a possibility. And in a way it was kind of easy 

just to wait for Uncle Norton to come along and bring his collection, and that 

would take care of all the acquisitions: nobody had to go out and raise money, 

nobody had to work very hard, except Norton. 

GOODWIN 

He didn't make any important gifts either. 

DONAHUE 

No. So, at that time he said, "Well, I'll withdraw then at the end of June, " or 

something like that. I think the withdrawal was in certain stages, because 

there were a great, great number of works of art there in the museum. 

GOODWIN 



What year would this be? 

DONAHUE 

That was I think early in '69. From January to June '69 I think was the period of 

withdrawal, January to July 1969. 

GOODWIN 

Well, it's very difficult to imagine what was on his mind, and actually I've 

attempted to contact him, to ask him exactly what was on his mind, but he 

hasn't been available. 

DONAHUE 

Oh, I'm sure he'd have a very interesting story to tell about his own 

interpretation of his relation to the board. I don't think it was a matter of 

relation to the staff? I think we really did have a very good relationship. And I 

have great respect and affection for Norton still, and we got along quite well. 

But I think that his interpretation of the board sometimes didn't reveal as 

much faith as he might have had in the board. 

GOODWIN 

Do you think that he may have felt snubbed in some way, that he wanted to 

be president and then— 

DONAHUE 

He could have been president any time he wanted to, to tell you the truth. No, 

I don't think it was that? I think it was a lack of faith in the board's carrying out 

its commitments. But as soon as—again we're ahead of our story—but as soon 

as Norton left, then we did set about beginning to build a collection. So Rick 

left in— We had only a few months of that ideal arrangement in which one of 

us would have the opportunity of writing for a few months at a time, and then 

Rick left and went to Fort Worth to build the Kimbell Museum there. And I 

became acting director in January and was appointed director at the beginning 

of the next fiscal year, the first of July '66. 

GOODWIN 

I just want to back up a step. Would you describe the atmosphere surrounding 

the opening of the museum in the spring of '65? 



DONAHUE 

Well, it was the most gala event I can recall since the opening of the new 

Museum of Modern Art in 19— what was it, "39 or '40? There was 

tremendous attendance and great enthusiasm on the part of the community 

for that new institution. Many people came, not quite sure that they were 

even welcome, not because of the institution itself, but just because people 

were still, to some extent even today, are still frightened to enter a museum, 

feeling that it's a sacrosanct place or it's a country club for the wealthy. It has 

so many other false conceptions that are carried over from earlier years when 

a museum was less a public center than it is now. 

GOODWIN 

Right. 

DONAHUE 

Many people came out of curiosity but saw that there was something there 

for them, saw that they were welcome, and therefore continued to come 

back, so that membership, which was only six thousand, began to grow 

immediately. Oh, in fact it was much less than that even, I think by the time 

the new building opened; but it began to grow immediately and. has grown to 

be one of, if not the largest, at least one of the two or three largest 

memberships in the entire country. Which again is not a matter of just its 

existence, but the fact that we've made the conscious effort, and I suppose 

that was in some ways the number-one priority during the entire period I was 

there, a very conscious effort to convince the public of Los Angeles that this is 

their museum and to develop exhibition programs and other public programs 

that would entice constantly new sections of the public, so as many people as 

possible would know what is there and what special pleasures they might 

have, what special kind of education they can get there, and therefore would 

return. 

GOODWIN 

What was the flap over the [Ed] Kienholz show? 

DONAHUE 



Well, that took place right after Rick left and while I was acting director. 

Supervisor [Warren M.] Dorn objected to the fact that there were some four-

letter words used in the installation, in the environments that were presented 

by Kienholz, sometimes scribbled on walls of reconstructed rooms that he 

made, sometimes printed on some kind of handbill that was pasted on a wall 

or pasted on an object, and that there was a pornographic connotation in 

some of the words, especially the Blue Dodge, which in its backseat had two 

wire figures that were acting as many young people act in the backseats of 

Dodges. And this brought an attempt on the part of the supervisors to close 

the exhibition. It seems in retrospect that, having happened within less than a 

year after the new museum was opened, either consciously or unconsciously 

on the part of the supervisors it probably was a kind of power struggle. It was 

an attempt to see to what extent the public body, the supervisors, could 

influence the program at the museum and, in fact, even dictate the program 

at the museum. The museum's board is a self-perpetuating board that was 

originally appointed by the Board of Supervisors back in 1961 when a separate 

corporation was formed establishing the art museum and separating it from 

the Museum of History, Science [and Art]. There is no member of the Board of 

Supervisors on the board of trustees of the museum, nor is there any other 

public official of Los Angeles, nor is there anyone appointed by the Board of 

Supervisors. And since the board is represented or has at least delegates on 

most of the boards of public institutions in Los Angeles, including the Museum 

of Natural History, it seems to me that there must have been a very strong 

feeling, and I know it existed, that the Board of Supervisors should in some 

way be represented on the board of trustees. And I think that the Kienholz 

was a power play, an attempt of the Board of Supervisors to test what the 

public reaction would be and how far they dare go in trying to determine the 

policy of the museum. Well, the public reaction was very strongly in favor of a 

free museum, and of course the press, that has been such a champion of 

freedom of speech, was also, for the most part, in favor of freedom of 

exhibition as well, and the public rallied so well behind the museum that the 

supervisors decided that they would leave the policies concerning exhibitions 

and acquisitions to the board of trustees, and not get into that hornet's nest 

again. And in fact they have not gotten into it during the succeeding years, 

although we've had very fine cooperation from the Board of Supervisors and 



from the chief administrative officer of the county, especially Harry Hufford, 

the present chief administrative officer. 

GOODWIN 

I tend to think that the flap over the Kienholz exhibition certainly helped 

Kienholz. I don't know if it generally helped the museum, but— 

DONAHUE 

I think it did in fact; it again drew the attention— It did in two ways: one, it 

drew the attention of a lot of people. We had downstairs an exhibition of 

Afghanistan, art from Afghanistan, and because of the tremendous crowds 

that it brought in to see the Kienholz exhibition, we routed them through the 

Afghanistan exhibition; as result of which, we had a larger attendance for that 

show, which circulated to, I believe, nine other museums in the country, a 

larger attendance than anybody else for the art of Afghanistan. But it did bring 

a lot of people in the museum. You know, once you get a person there, for one 

visit even, then there's a chance of his being hooked, there's a chance of his 

really seeing that there's a lot there for him, and it's a good place to come 

back to. What I've always tried to do is convince young people it's a great 

place to bring a date on weekends, and I think we did succeed in convincing 

many people, and maybe Kienholz helped in doing that, by bringing in a lot of 

young people who had never been there before. The second [way]: I think that 

it also convinced the artists and the people who were concerned with the 

operation of public bodies, but who were not sure that the museum was not a 

Beverly Hills establishment, I think it convinced them that the museum was 

dedicated to freedom of exhibition. It was going to promote—to present, I 

should say—the works of contemporary artists without political influence, and 

that it did take the side of the artists against the side of the establishment to a 

great extent in that exhibition? so that I think it became clear that in a 

showdown our board of trustees was not going to act as an anti-artist, pro-

moneyed, pro-funding body, to the detriment of the artist. 

GOODWIN 

Let's begin discussing some of the very many notable acquisitions to the 

permanent collection over the years, so many that we can't mention them all. 

DONAHUE 



Well, my field is, as you know, seventeenth-century Italian painting, and in 

general old master painting; so I would like very much to have acquired, to 

have built a great collection of old master paintings. In fact the first 

acquisitions that I proposed to the board were some that I considered really 

distinguished old master paintings. Like I still remember and still to some 

extent bemoan the fact that we did not acquire the Claude Lorrain Judgement 

of Paris, that was later bought by the National Gallery in Washington. We had 

the first option on that picture. It was very expensive, but it really is a great 

Claude, and I have never had my heart set on an acquisition as much as on 

that one. I did my best to try to sell it, but it was a little premature, the board 

had not had experience in spending great amounts of money on works of art 

yet. As I mentioned there was only one major acquisition during Rick's tenure, 

in the field of old master paintings; that was a Goya. There were some smaller 

acquisitions: a little [Antoine] Le Nain, a splendid little picture; the [Quentin] 

Massys is a fine Flemish painting; a Luca di Tomme that was given to the 

museum at the time that the Goya was bought. Then in the modern field there 

was the [Kurt] Schwitters and the [Piet] Mondrian and some other things. But 

in many ways, as far as acquisitions, Rick's greatest accomplishment was the 

development of the [David E.] Bright collection, because I think everything 

that David Bright bought, he bought with Rick's recommendation. Rick went to 

Europe with him, they went searching for paintings. Then when David Bright 

quite unexpectedly died, the paintings were given to the museum, and the 

sculptures were given to the UCLA [Franklin D. Murphy] Sculpture Garden. 

GOODWIN 

Right. Maybe it would be good at this time for you to characterize the nature 

of the quality of the museum's collection, pre-1965. 

DONAHUE 

Well, the museum, you know, began back in 1910, and the art section of the 

museum was opened in 1913. It was for many, many years a kind of local art—

functioned as an art association rather than a museum. It was not until 1925 

that the first major international exhibition was held here, an exhibition of 

contemporary art from Latin America and this country. The first acquisitions of 

the museum were bought from artists' studios. The George Bellows, that is 

still a major American work in the collection, was the first painting purchased, 



and so there was a small cross section of paintings that was bought during 

those early years. Most of the collection came from William Preston Harrison, 

and then there were several other major donors. William Preston Harrison left 

an extensive collection of American painting with the provision that from time 

to time part of it would be sold in order to buy new works of art that were 

more appropriate to the museum's collection at the time. And so periodically 

we still review that collection and sell a few Harrison paintings to buy 

something important that comes on the market. He also bought a small 

collection of early twentieth-century painting, "to shock Los Angeles out of its 

lethargy, " and they became the kind of basis for the collection. Well, it wasn't 

really until after the war, after World War II, when [William] Valentiner 

became director— I use the word director, even though there were a number 

of different titles: chief curator of art and consulting director and consulting 

curator and other titles, but in any event, let's say, in effect, director. 

Valentiner in just a few years transformed what was a kind of hodgepodge of 

things that had been donated into a museum of an international type. And he 

was able to do that, not only by knocking on many doors and getting 

donations, and also by receiving donations of modern works, especially 

German expressionist paintings, that he had a particular interest in, from the 

movie people, the movie producers and directors, sometimes actors, who 

came from Central Europe and were working in the films in the twenties and 

early thirties. But his great accomplishment in his purchases for the museum 

were made possible by William Randolph Hearst, not only objects from Hearst 

but also money that he got from Hearst. It's very amusing to go back over the 

records and see that when he got a check on Monday he spent it by Friday. 

[laughter] He already had things picked out, and he bought in a great variety 

of areas. 
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DONAHUE 

And selected works from the [William Randolph] Hearst collection that were 

also rather universal in their scope, so that he did acquire ancient Egyptian, 

classical objects, medieval objects, renaissance sculpture, especially early 

renaissance sculpture, renaissance to twentieth-century painting. So just the 

acquisitions made during [William] Valentiner's lifetime, or rather during his 



tenure here, could form the nucleus of a collection, and that is exactly what 

they did. There were, you might say, supplements from the William Preston 

Harrison and other collections, the [Paul Rodman] Maburys and others have 

been given, but the real basis of the museum collection is what was acquired 

by Valentiner, primarily with the help of William Randolph Hearst. 

GOODWIN 

The collection, though, was essentially then of a provincial— 

DONAHUE 

Yes, it was not— There were a few great works of art. In fact two of the 

greatest paintings in the museum were in the collection at that time, and that 

is the Marten Looten of Rembrandt, one of the major works of the early 

thirties of that artist, that was given by [J. Paul] Getty, who before his death 

attempted to buy the picture back, offered to buy the picture for $5 million; if 

it could be sold, it would be sold. And at that time $5 million looked like an 

awful lot of money, but since a van Gogh sold for $5 million last week, the 

offer was not an extravagant one. 

GOODWIN 

And the other great painting. 

DONAHUE 

The other great painting is the Rosso Fiorentino, given by a doctor [Herbert T. 

Kalmus] in Los Angeles, who had a few other paintings but no great 

masterpiece like that. The Rosso is one of the— It's an unfinished painting, but 

one of the great works of Italian mannerism in America or in the world. So 

there were some outstanding things, but the level of the collection was very 

spotty. There was more of an attempt to have good representative pieces 

than masterpieces, so that it was a good basis for a teaching collection. Now 

Rick probably would have placed an emphasis, if he had stayed, would 

probably have placed an emphasis on masterpieces because of his own 

philosophy of trying to accumulate a few great works of art rather than a 

broad comprehensive collection. I did not feel that that was the direction in 

which a museum that is the major museum in a cosmopolitan area, in a 

metropolitan area rather, should go. I felt that it was important to be a 



Metropolitan Museum of the West and have broad coverage, including as 

many major masterpieces as we could acquire, to establish a sense of quality 

and give a sense of proportion to the rest of the collection. But the major 

masterpieces had to be backed up by the types of production, the broad type 

of production of any period, so that one could see not just a few highlights, 

but the development of man's concept of nature and his fellow man and his 

aesthetic judgments as well as his technical accomplishments during the major 

periods of history of art. So that I was very much looking in both directions, 

but especially concerned with large collections that we could buy. You see, the 

museum had no focus; they had nothing that would give it an international 

reputation. The Marten Looten was probably the best-known painting here, 

but one painting doesn't make a museum, doesn't make a museum's 

reputation, anyway. And there was a growing interest in the impressionist 

collection, impressionist and post- impressionist collection, which itself is 

really not that strong. There were just again a few very fine pieces, mostly 

contributed by George Gard De Sylva, bought by Valentiner with money 

provided by George Gard De Sylva, like the [Edgar] Degas Bellelli Sisters, and 

so I was very alert for collections. In fact in the first board meeting, I proposed 

that the museum seriously consider the acquisition of the Harry Packard 

collection, which eventually went to the Metropolitan. That collection was 

offered under very complex conditions, and eventually it was not the board 

that lost the collection, it was just that Harry himself decided that he wanted 

the prestige of the collection being at the Metropolitan. 

GOODWIN 

That's a collection of Japanese art? 

DONAHUE 

Of Japanese. But I was still very much alert to collections, but at the same 

time, we were not emphasizing acquisitions because we were emphasizing 

Norton Simon! And it was not until Norton left, as I mentioned, that we really 

began seriously to think of building the collection. And that is in '69, so that 

the first major acquisition of a large number of objects was in the end of 

December '69. But we had some money from the sale in Century City of a 

great number of objects that were not considered important enough to 

exhibit at the museum, which were in fact still in storage at the Museum of 



Natural History and had not been moved into the new building. So those 

objects were sold, and with the revenue from that, plus other funds that were 

raised by the Art Museum Council, we bought the Matisse five Heads of 

Jeannette. And I still remember very well the meeting at which that was 

acquired, because to my astonishment, it was not the t trustees who were 

most interested in twentieth-century art who had the greatest enthusiasm 

and who actually made the conclusive statements that led to the approval of 

the purchase, but it was Franklin Murphy, who apparently just recognized the 

importance of those five heads of Jeannette, which exist in only six examples, 

each. So they were acquired and are I think among the treasures of the 

museum. Each one of the heads now is worth more than at the time was paid 

for the whole five. They came from Frank Perls, who was always a good friend 

of the museum and really a great loss to the museum when he died. It was as I 

said in late '69 that we began seriously to build the collection. At that time the 

[Nasli] M. Heeramaneck collection became available. That collection was— 

GOODWIN 

What does that mean, that it becomes available? 

DONAHUE 

Well, Nasli Heeramaneck was the most important dealer in Indian art in 

America. He had come here as a young man and had not only provided works 

of art to many museums in this country, most especially Seattle, Kansas City, 

Cleveland, Boston, but he had also formed a collection of his own. As he said, 

when he bought ten works of art he sold nine and hid one up in the attic; so 

that the collection in those upper reaches of his house, a brownstone house 

on Eighty-third Street in New York, was really the result of forty years of 

collecting, weeding out, and improving, until he had what he felt was as close 

as one could achieve to a balance between quality and coverage, historical 

coverage of Indian art—in stone sculpture, first of all, and in bronzes, and then 

in painting and in minor and decorative arts. 

GOODWIN 

And word got out that— 

DONAHUE 



Well, no, but this collection had first been offered to the Boston Museum [of 

Fine Arts] [phone rings], because [A. K.] Coomaraswamy— [tape recorder off] 

Coomaraswamy was of course the dean of all the Indianologists of the world, 

not just in the United States, and Nasli Heeramaneck had the same kind of 

devotion to him that all the rest of us, even those like me, who was 

completely out of the Indian field, had a great admiration for him. And so 

consequently Nasli offered his collection first to Boston, and Boston agreed to 

buy it over a period of about fifteen years, on an installment plan, that they'd 

acquire a certain number of objects each year, for a part of the total sum. The 

exhibition went circulating around the country, and it was here in Los Angeles. 

We felt that it was really a great coup that it had been acquired by Boston. 

Then Perry Rathbone appointed a new director of Far Eastern art, Jan Fontein, 

and Fontein looked at the budget and said, "But there's no money to buy 

Chinese objects, " which is his special field."There's no money to buy anything 

but Indian, because for the next fifteen years the entire Oriental acquisitions 

budget is earmarked for Indian art, and Coomaraswamy built up such a fine 

collection here that we really don't need all that extra Indian art; what we 

need is more Chinese and other Oriental arts to make it a more 

comprehensive collection." As a result of that, Perry cancelled the purchase at 

the end of the first year; they acquired the first year's group of objects. 

Immediately Nasli sold a small group of the objects to the Virginia Museum [of 

Fine Arts], that already they had apparently been interested in, and I believe a 

few things went to Seattle, but the major part of the collection was still there. 

George Kuwayama heard about this and told me what had happened, and I 

don't know whether we even called a special board meeting to discuss the 

possibility of our acquiring it, or whether it was just at the next board meeting 

which was coming up shortly that we discussed it. The possibility of buying the 

whole of Indian civilization for a relatively modest sum, to be paid over a 

period of eighteen years—fifteen years I think it was originally, and then it was 

extended to eighteen years— seemed very attractive to the board. And so we 

began negotiations with Nasli that lasted for some months, almost six months, 

I believe, before it was concluded, and concluded at the end of December. 

And his collection was sent out, a much larger number of objects were sent 

out, and then we had a group of specialists come out, in one field or another, 

come out and look at them. The collection consisted of Indian, Nepalese, and 

Tibetan art, and so Bill [William George] Archer came from London, and other 



people came from other parts of the country. One of the people who came 

was curator of Indian art at the Boston Museum, named Pratapaditya Pal, who 

Nasli felt was the most brilliant young man in the country and thought, if we 

bought the collection, would be a great curator for the collection. So by the 

end of December a selection from the collection, as a result of the 

recommendation from that group of specialists, a selected group of the 

collection was set aside for purchase, because the amount for the entire 

collection the board felt was a little bit beyond its means. 

GOODWIN 

How much money was involved? 

DONAHUE 

Well, he wanted about $3.5 million for the entire collection, and $2.5 million 

was purchased; but it was the best of the $2.5 million. So every object was 

ready to go on exhibition. It wasn't a study collection at all; a whole new 

building could have been opened with that collection, because every object 

was of that quality. 

GOODWIN 

It sounds like a great bargain by today's standards. 

DONAHUE 

Oh, it is, and rather shortly after the collection was acquired, then we got Dr. 

Pal as a bonus. 

GOODWIN 

Were there any arguments against purchasing the collection for various 

reasons? 

DONAHUE 

The only person I remember who opposed the collection was Norton Simon, 

who was still on the board when it was originally proposed. I don't think he 

was any longer on the board when it was— 

GOODWIN 

But he was collecting Indian art. 



DONAHUE 

Nor no he wasn't at all. He only began collecting Indian art after he was 

married to Jennifer Jones and they took a trip to India. She was very 

enthusiastic about Indian art, and Norton saw it in situ and felt that it was a 

great thing to collect. 

GOODWIN 

I'm surprised Simon didn't want to buy India, [laughter] Does it make sense to 

discuss the appropriateness of an Indian collection in Los Angeles? Is that 

something to take into account? 

DONAHUE 

Well, let me just conclude by saying that after Pal came the collection was 

almost doubled in size, especially in those areas in which there were 

weaknesses. The greatest weakness was in the area of South Indian bronzes, 

and so through the generosity of Anna Bing Arnold, of Hal Wallis, Joan 

Palevsky, and a number of other contributors, we were able to acquire some 

very distinguished South Indian bronzes. And over the next years, that was 

'69, so within a decade, the collection has almost doubled in size? so that 

today it, I think, is without any doubt the most important Indian, Nepalese, 

and Tibetan collection in the country. The Nepalese and Tibetan section, 

which has not been greatly augmented, [which] really was basically Nasli's 

collection, is the most important out of India. The Indian collection has to 

compete in this country with Boston and Cleveland. Boston's collection is 

comprehensive, but it doesn't have the number of masterpieces that this 

collection has. Cleveland has the masterpieces, but it doesn't have the scope 

of this collection. So I think that, all in all, it's not difficult to conclude that this 

is really the most important collection in the country, and it's continuing to 

grow. As to the question how appropriate is it to have an Indian collection 

here, well, I think there are two aspects of that. First of all, there is the purely 

pragmatic matter, that it's no longer possible to form a great and a 

comprehensive collection of European art. Norton could get a number of great 

works of art, that he has during these past years, of European painting, but he 

doesn't attempt that that would be comprehensive in the sense that the 

Indian collection is comprehensive. Ed Carter has been able to assemble an 

incredibly wonderful collection of Dutch painting, of Dutch landscapes and still 



lifes, but again that's a very specialized collection. But to assemble, let's say, a 

collection of Italian or French or German or Dutch or Flemish or Spanish works 

of art that would, say, represent the whole development of that national 

expression is just impossible. We don't know of any major private collection 

that does that that would come on the market. So that from a very practical 

point of view it was an opportunity to have a specialty at the museum, in 

which it could excel, in which it could be known through the whole world, and 

at the same time have very special things to offer to the graduate students in 

the universities who want to write papers and theses, to have, let's say, an 

area that would bring scholars from all over the world, an area of 

specialization. Second, there's the other matter, and that is the importance, 

the relevance, of having Asian collections here as a whole, not just Indian, but 

an Asian collection here. And since the museum stands in relation to Asia as 

New York stands in relation to Europe, as a kind of gateway, along with San 

Francisco, as the two gateways to the Orient, or to Asia, I feel that it's very 

appropriate for us, for both these cities to have major collections of Asian art. 

And of course we have, after all, the largest Asian populations in these two 

cities in the country. And since the [Avery] Brundage collection has a great 

collection of Chinese and fine Japanese collection, a lesser collection of Indian 

and Near East—they don't have ancient Near East—we felt that it was quite 

appropriate for this museum, then, to acquire Indian and Near Eastern 

material, so that we could establish specialties in those areas whereas the 

Brundage collection specialized in China and Japan. 

GOODWIN 

Let me play the devil's advocate and ask, would it have been more appropriate 

to assemble major pre-Columbian art? 

DONAHUE 

Well, as far as American art is concerned, even by that time the prices were 

beginning to go up on American painting, and I don't know if we could have 

assembled, for that small amount of money, I don't think we could have 

assembled a collection of that scope. It would have been possible to assemble 

a pre-Columbian collection. Not because of what was available on the market 

for purchase, but the fact that spending a couple of million dollars on the 

market would have given collectors, not only in Los Angeles but in the whole 



of California and in the whole of the West, a feeling that this was going to be a 

great center, this was going to be the center for pre-Columbian art, and I can 

see that it would have had great validity. Of course there are two other 

collections here: UCLA and the Natural History Museum. When the two 

[county] museums were separated, and it's something I don't agree with, but 

when the two museums were separated, there was an agreement that the 

[Museum of] Natural History would have all of the ethnic arts, and that the 

[Museum of] Art would not. And therefore all the collections remained behind 

in the field of African and pre-Columbian and South Pacific. I feel on the 

contrary that those are just as valid works of art as Indian or Asian or any 

other works of art, in fact. So that I think it's important that we do have them 

represented, although in a different way from the natural history museum, 

since they're interested in so many other aspects, in them as objects of 

material culture, and I think that our museum should have a collection of 

objects of outstanding aesthetic quality. And we do, as you know, have several 

galleries, a gallery of pre-Columbian and a gallery of African, in which there 

are loan objects. And little by little the museum is acquiring a few things, more 

by gift than by purchase, but acquiring a few objects of extraordinarily fine 

quality, and I hope those collections will develop in their space. 

GOODWIN 

Is there a particular problem in competing with UCLA? Is that a reason why 

the so-called ethnic collections at the County Museum will never really grow 

dramatically? 

DONAHUE 

Yes, I think that there is a point that if another museum is doing a good job of 

something, then the County Museum should spend its money and its efforts in 

other areas which are not represented in this community. For that reason, we 

don't buy English painting. Now we might accept an English painting as a gift, 

and we do have a few English paintings in the collection, so that people have 

an idea of what an English painting is like. I would like to see, say, about a 

dozen masterpieces of English painting, especially of the eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries, in the collection, in order just to represent that aspect 

of history of art, but not try to develop it in depth. In the same way we don't 

buy French furniture and we don't buy many objects of classical antiquity, so 



in the ancient area, we will concentrate on ancient Near East and Egypt, rather 

than on the central Mediterranean world, although we do have to take up the 

very end of Roman art eventually, and I think we will have further examples of 

Early Christian and Byzantine and early medieval art, since that's not at all 

represented either in our museum or in any other place in Los Angeles. 

GOODWIN 

Let's discuss further the museum's relationship with Heeramaneck and his 

collections, how the museum has continued to acquire— 

DONAHUE 

Right. Well, Nasli Heeramaneck was an incredible man. He collected so much 

over the years because he was buying in the Asian field when things were very 

reasonable, and so he could, with the money he made on selling objects— and 

he was always in debt because he was always buying more and more—with 

the money that he made he could then develop a really major collection. And 

as soon as one group of objects moved out of his house, and you thought the 

place was going to be completely depleted, the closets opened up and there 

were new collections. 

GOODWIN 

Did he ever visit Los Angeles? 

DONAHUE 

Yes, he and his wife were here at the time of the negotiations for the original 

Heeramaneck collection, and I hope that she will one of these days come back 

and see the collection installed. He died in the meantime, and Alice, who's an 

invalid, has never been back. So after the Indian collection was bought, and 

we bought some individual works of art to help fill in, also from Nasli as well as 

from other dealers, the next major collection was the Islamic collection. And 

the experience of that acquisition is one of the most, maybe the most 

extraordinary experience I had in my entire museum career. 

GOODWIN 

Let's hear it. 

DONAHUE 



Certainly the most astonishing. The objects were brought here for study, and 

the price was established; so the board discussed the feasibility of buying it 

and thought that it was a collection worth buying if a donor could be found. 

And one of our major fundraisers felt that she had a donor, who was a well-

known owner of a chain of hotels across the country. He was very much 

interested in buying that Islamic collection. We had six months' option on the 

collection that was to have elapsed on the fifteenth of January. 

GOODWIN 

Of what year? 

DONAHUE 

Of whatever year the— 

GOODWIN 

I think I have that. It was acquired in 1969, the Heeramaneck [collection], 

DONAHUE 

Not the Heeramaneck, but the ancient Near Eastern collection. 

GOODWIN 

Oh, the Near Eastern collection. 

DONAHUE 

I have it here if you don't have it. 

GOODWIN 

Nineteen seventy-six. 

DONAHUE 

Okay. It was the fifteenth of January of '76; it was the very beginning of that 

year that our option ran out. During the course of that six months, while the 

collection was being studied, our trustee fundraiser kept bringing us 

encouraging news that, yes, Mr. X was still interested and would most likely 

buy the collection. In the meantime, Dick [Richard E.] Sherwood had given me 

the name of Joan Palevsky as someone who was, and I had met Joan, as 

someone who was interested in doing something major for the museum. I 



asked him about the possibility of her being a donor, and he said, "Well, that's 

certainly a possibility and it's certainly the kind of thing she would like to do, 

but I'm on my way to India right now, and while I'm gone I don't want you to 

get in touch with her unless it's a dire emergency." So on the thirteenth of 

January our donor called— I did send Joan some photographs, some enlarged 

photographs of some of the objects in the collection, just for her amusement, 

GOODWIN 

She was not a collector. 

DONAHUE 

No, she wasn't a collector, but I just thought she would be interested in 

knowing what the museum, some of the things the museum was considering. 

On the thirteenth of January, our trustee fundraiser called and said, "I'm 

terribly sorry, I've just talked with Mr. X this morning, and he decided that he's 

not going to be able to acquire the collection." In fact that was rather late on 

the thirteenth, and early the next morning, about nine the next morning, I 

called Joan Palevsky and told her that we thought we had a donor for the 

collection, that the donor was not going to buy it, and we have twenty-four 

hours left of our option, would she be interested in acquiring the collection 

from which I had sent her some of those photographs? And she said, "Oh I'm 

terribly sorry, I'm just on my way to a meeting." And she said, "I'll call you back 

later." Well, I thought that was a good way of getting out of a twenty-four 

hour commitment, of a commitment that would have had to be made in 

twenty-four hours. And that two or three days later I might have heard or I 

might never again have heard from her. But I certainly had no hope that she 

was going to buy the collection. About four o'clock that afternoon I got a call 

at the museum from her saying, "This is Joan, I've looked at the photographs, 

and I'll buy it." I have never been so absolutely speechless in my entire life. 

GOODWIN 

Did she know the prices? 

DONAHUE 

Yeah. So I sputtered and stuttered and finally said, "I'll call you back when I've 

regained my voice." Dr. Pal was conducting a USC class in one of the galleries, 



and I went up to the gallery and wrote on a note and put it in front of him, 

saying "Joan Palevsky will buy the collection." I came back to the office and sat 

to recover, and two minutes later Pal came into the office, and he said, "I've 

done what I've never done before in my life, I've cancelled a class." He said, "I 

was so excited that I just couldn't go on and think about Indian art at that 

moment." And so we got voices back and called Joan again, and she was 

tremendously amused at our reaction and delighted with our reaction to her 

purchasing the collection. 

GOODWIN 

How much was her gift? 

DONAHUE 

Six hundred thousand. Then there was still the ancient Near Eastern 

collection, and there again, after— Well, we didn't buy that immediately; it 

was a long process. She [Alice Heeramaneck] was going to let us have the 

collection for a very reasonable sum, as part of the total purchase with the 

other collection, with the Islamic collection, until the end of December. We 

thought we had from January to December to make that decision, but actually 

within a few months Perry Rathbone had convinced her that he would be able 

to sell the collection for a much, much higher value—not at auction, I don't 

think he was with Christie's at that time, he was just between jobs, after 

having left Boston and not having started at his new post. So she made an 

agreement, she gave him the right to sell it for a period of two years, or 

something like that. And he thought he was going to sell it to Rick Brown, in 

fact, but for some reason Rick decided not to buy it. Maybe Rick had no 

interest in it ever, and it was just a fantasy of Perry's that he was going to sell 

it to Rick. But she did call us at the end of two years, I think it was two years— 

Do you have the date there for that purchase? 

GOODWIN 

For the ancient Near Eastern it's 1976. 

DONAHUE 

Oh, that's ancient— 

GOODWIN 



Right. The Islamic was '73. 

DONAHUE 

Seventy-three. 

GOODWIN 

Right. 

DONAHUE 

So did we make a mistake there? 

GOODWIN 

Yeah, let me correct it. 

DONAHUE 

So it was three years, then. But in any event as soon as the— No, no, Alice 

[Heeramaneck] called one day, from a hospital bed, that's what it was, and she 

said, "I don't know what's going to happen to me. I have a kidney stone. I'm 

going to be operated on, since I have a long illness, I might not be able to 

survive, and lying in bed last night I thought of Nasli in his Parsi heaven looking 

down and saying, 'Alice, what are you going to do with my collection? Are you 

going to allow it to be scattered instead of allowing Los Angeles to buy it?'" 

And so she said, "I think I should let it come to Los Angeles, if you're still 

interested in it, at the same price that we discussed earlier." So I said, "I don't 

know how we're going to get the money, but we'll take it. We want it." 

Because it was a great collection for a reasonable price. 

GOODWIN 

Could you tell me, generally? 

DONAHUE 

No. I'll tell you, that was bought by the Ahmanson Foundation, and they don't 

like us to discuss prices, so I think I'd better not. 

GOODWIN 

Okay. 



DONAHUE 

But in any event it's one of the really great collections, not just of Iranian— 

People always think of it as an Iranian collection, but it really isn't. It's a 

collection extending all across Asia. It's much more important, really, for its 

Mongolian objects, for its objects of those nomadic cultures that spread 

across Asia for millennia, not just for centuries, for many millennia, and that 

just don't ever come on the market, objects that never come on the market 

any longer. They're all now in Soviet territory and being excavated by Soviet 

archaeologists, going into Soviet museums, and there's very little hope that 

any of the objects will ever be sold again to the West. So that it was an 

extraordinary opportunity, and— 

GOODWIN 

There were some gifts, as well, from the Heeramanecks, correct? 

DONAHUE 

Right, yes. 

GOODWIN 

Do you want to mention those, the Chinese and Korean ceramics? 

DONAHUE 

Yeah, well, those were gifts that came in at several different times to the 

museum. There was a gift of some really distinguished Chinese ceramics and a 

gift of tiny pre-Columbian objects, and the reason they [the Heeramanecks] 

gave those is that Anna Bing Arnold was for many years interested in a 

children's museum, and Nasli had collected miniature pre-Columbian objects, 

and he felt that those small objects would be just right for a children's 

museum. He really gave them for that purpose, because he had a great 

fondness for Anna Bing Arnold, who had contributed, of course, towards the 

purchase of a number of Heeramaneck objects. But anyway he just liked her 

as a person, liked her spirit, so he wanted to give them because she was 

interested. 

GOODWIN 

Well, let's talk about her. 



DONAHUE 

Well, to go back a little bit— 

GOODWIN 

Oh, OK. 

DONAHUE 

—to go back a little bit to the collection. What happened was that we tried 

our best to get a purchaser, and then I wrote a great plea to the board of 

trustees that this was our last chance to acquire, because again we had a 

limited option on the acquisition of the ancient Near East. I wrote a letter of 

plea to the board, and the next week I got a call from Franklin Murphy saying 

that the Ahmanson Foundation has bought the collection, that he had 

convinced them, the Ahmanson Foundation, that they should buy it. They 

basically are interested in painting, but I think that eventually they're going to 

feel that this was really one of their major contributions to the museum, 

because it really is such a unique bit of man's history, visual history, that's 

preserved in those collections. 

GOODWIN 

Well, let's discuss Anna Bing Arnold's gifts to the museum, and then perhaps 

something about the Ahmanson Foundation. 

DONAHUE 

Right. Anna Bing is really such a wonderful person because she gives without 

ever expecting any recognition, without ever expecting anything in return. 

Most donors are very concerned with the image that they project through 

their donations and the kind of publicity that they get from those donations, 

being sure that their name is presented in large enough letters. Well, if that's 

the way to build a museum, that's fine; I'm happy to put up the biggest letters 

possible. But it's really extraordinary to have a person like Anna Bing, who is 

interested in the kind of visual experiences that the public can have, and what 

this can mean to the children of Los Angeles—she's very much interested in 

children—to the children of Los Angeles, to the schools and colleges and 

universities in Los Angeles. And what it means to the public. Not to the people 

who can afford to go to New York or Chicago to see major exhibitions when 



they come along, who can hop up even to San Francisco and see the major 

exhibitions that come there, and seeing the ones there and here can sort of 

keep up with what's happening in the art world and have a very rich life, 

really, just between those two cities. But the people who have not been to 

museums before, and the people who cannot afford to go out of town. 

GOODWIN 

Do you know why she's interested in museums, or the visual arts? 

DONAHUE 

No, I know of course that her major interest is in the theater, since she was an 

actress, and her husband, her first husband, Leo [S.] Bing, was a collector. I 

assume that it really is through him that she acquired an interest and then 

transferred that interest from New York to Los Angeles when she came here. I 

know that she had already an interest in the Metropolitan Museum and 

donated objects to the Metropolitan, that she and her husband, her first 

husband, both had donated objects to the Metropolitan Museum. 

GOODWIN 

What kind of things did he have, her first husband? 

DONAHUE 

He had medieval and renaissance objects, for the most part, paintings and 

decorative objects, and now very frequently when I go to the Metropolitan I'll 

almost always go there, go to the sculpture collection; and to go to the 

sculpture collection, one has to go through the [J. P.] Morgan wing, which 

includes great medieval objects, and it includes one of the things that I see 

every time I go to the Met, I pass by, is a wonderful romanesque aquamanile 

that was donated by Anna Bing Arnold. It's the kind of thing that we'd give our 

eyeteeth to have here, but that was given many years ago to the 

Metropolitan. So she did have an interest in museums before she came here. 

And she has always been interested in all aspects of children's education in 

the arts; so she's interested in their education in the visual arts and the 

performing arts as well. I don't think there's anything more specific than that, I 

don't think it's a personal passion for a particular type of artist or type of art. I 



think it's rather a more general interest in art objects as part of the broad 

opportunities for public education. 

GOODWIN 

Well, she's obviously helped every area, it seems, of the collection. 

DONAHUE 

Yes, well, of course, the theater is the [Leo S.] Bing theater; it was given by 

Anna Bing in honor of her first husband. And her purchases extend over a 

great range in the collections. She also, of course, is a major contributor to the 

education department, and at the time that the county cut off all funds for the 

education department, it was Anna Bing Arnold's contributions that— 
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DONAHUE 

So, as I was saying, when the county cut off all funds for the education 

department several years ago, it was Anna Bing Arnold's money that helped us 

maintain the department until other funds were available. 

GOODWIN 

Well, I have a short list of some of her major gifts to the collection, whether in 

part or whole: the Assyrian reliefs, Benin bronze, Cycladic idol, the triptych of 

the Master of the St. Lucy Legend, the Houdon bust of George Washington, 

and so on. Does she personally approve of a particular object before she offers 

the funds to pay for it? 

DONAHUE 

Oh, absolutely. We bring objects for her to see, and sometimes they're objects 

that are just brought up at a board meeting, and she particularly likes the 

object and says, "I'll buy it." Other times we bring the object with the idea that 

this is the kind of thing that Anna Bing might like to contribute to the museum. 

You see, just going over that list, each one of those has a very special place in 

the educational program of the museum. Each one is something that the 

docents can use to great, great advantages; it represents some aspect of 

man's visual production that is not represented otherwise in the collection, or 

it's of a quality that is not represented in the collection. For example, the 



triptych by the Master of the St. Lucy Legend, when I saw that I really thought 

specifically of Anna Bing Arnold, because we have no other triptych, we have 

no other multipaneled altarpiece at all in the collection, and so that has to 

stand for several hundred years of a particular type of work of art, of which 

European museums have hundreds of examples, and we have only the one. So 

think how important that is for a student who sees, let's say, the Ghent 

altarpiece or the Mérode altarpiece or some other altarpiece in his textbook 

and has never really seen a triptych before, or a polyptych before, and so that 

has a great function. Second, except for the Petrus Christus portrait, we have 

really no major work to represent the Flemish painting of the fifteenth 

century. And while the Master of the St. Lucy Legend is not one of the half-a-

dozen top artists of the time, this painting is in a perfect state of conservation. 

I don't know any other fifteenth-century painting in as good a state? in fact, 

it's just incredible. And at the same time it represents, let's say, the fine level 

of average production that was maintained by a great number of artists who 

are still anonymous working at that time. And so it can stand, once the 

student sees those wonderfully preserved colors, he can then go back and 

look at a work of a greater master like Jan Van Eyck or a Rogier van der 

Weyden or a Dirk Bouts, whose work is now at Norton Simon's museum. 

GOODWIN 

Right. 

DONAHUE 

Or Hugo van der Goes, or one of the few Petrus Christus—he can now look at 

those things and have an idea of what they're like in the flesh, not just in a 

good color reproduction. 

GOODWIN 

Does Mrs. Arnold now have her own personal collection? 

DONAHUE 

She has a number of works of art, some of which were acquired when she was 

married to Leo Bing, and some things that she's bought later, since she's 

married to Dr. Aerol Arnold, and [she] really takes a great delight in those 

objects. 



GOODWIN 

What kinds of things? 

DONAHUE 

Well, again there are some, I think there are three areas: there are medieval 

and renaissance objects? there are American pieces, including American 

furniture; and there are a few modern things, like a Henry Moore sculpture, 

which one sees in a place of great advantage, looking out one of her windows, 

and that eventually she will leave to the museum. And she has a number of 

friends who are artists; she certainly spends considerable time in traveling and 

going to museums and visiting artists and has really a very lively personal 

interest in the visual arts. And a deep devotion to the museum. 

GOODWIN 

Well, let's discuss the Ahmanson Foundation's gifts to the museum. 

DONAHUE 

Yes, well, of course, Howard Ahmanson did give the first real money, not just a 

promise, but the first real money towards the building of the new museum, 

and was on the board until he died, and retained a very lively interest in the 

museum. I'm sure he would have over the years been the donor of a great 

number of works of art, of the very type that is being given by his foundation. 

The major members of his foundation board are Bill [William] Ahmanson and 

Bob [Robert] Ahmanson, his two nephews, and Franklin Murphy. There are 

several other members of the board who have changed over the years, but 

those are the three members who I would say have been the permanent 

members who are interested in building the collection. 

GOODWIN 

Is the major purpose of the foundation to help the art museum? 

DONAHUE 

No. The foundation is a general philanthropic foundation; it does give to 

hospitals and educational institutions, as well as to the art museum. 

GOODWIN 



Well, what is the story of Ahmanson's personal collection? 

DONAHUE 

He assembled a personal collection, and it was an interesting collection to 

have in his house, but only a few of the objects were important enough to be 

added to the museum collection, and those are in our collection. They were 

given by the foundation after his death, and that includes the 

Rembrandt Raising of Lazarus, the [David] Teniers and [Jan] DeHeem Kitchen 

Still Life, and an early Jacob van Ruisdael landscape, given by his first wife, 

who is Mrs. [Dorothy Grannis] Sullivan, so that we really did get the cream of 

the Ahmanson collection. 

GOODWIN 

Is the rest of the collection intact? 

DONAHUE 

The rest of the collection I think he used to decorate banks or other parts of 

the Ahmanson enterprises. And there's some nice paintings among them, but 

they're just not the kind of great masterpieces that we'd all like to see 

represent the name. In fact, Bill and Bob Ahmanson's interest in purchasing is 

primarily in buying masterpieces of European painting from 1300 to 1800. 

GOODWIN 

Why? Why that era? 

DONAHUE 

That era? Well, they feel that there's enough of interest in nineteenth and 

twentieth century in Los Angeles that there will be donors in those fields, that 

there's a growing interest in American art in Los Angeles. And after all, there 

are about forty collectors of American art here. And they do, they are, and 

they have supported the museum beautifully during this past few years since 

this interest has been developing, and so that they will probably buy in the 

field, and that there are other collectors— Well, I think they felt that Howard's 

interest and their own interest is more in painting than it is in archaeological 

objects, including up to medieval art, and more in painting than in sculpture. 

So they're interested in buying old master paintings, because they feel that 

that is, first of all, one of the great needs of the collection and, second, is 



central to the interest of Howard Ahmanson as well as to their own interests. 

They also feel, I believe, that the real cornerstone of a museum is its European 

painting collection. And fortunately we've been able to find some works of art 

that fit into the guidelines which were given to us when they first said that 

they would buy. And that is an object which is large and important enough 

that it can be seen and it will be seen by people coming into the museum, that 

people walking through the galleries will pick it out, "There's a major work in 

this museum." There are several very important small pictures that I've 

mentioned to the foundation, and they felt that they just weren't large 

enough in size, so that the size actually is— I don't mean they have to be 

mammoth, but that tiny pictures, eight by twelve inches or something like 

that, become— I suppose an eight-by-twelve Michelangelo, he just wouldn't 

have painted in that format, but certainly that doesn't exclude the possibility 

of a small picture. But by and large they want something that's large enough 

to make an impression and that's a kind of textbook example of the artist, and 

the artist himself has to be an important artist. GOODWIN; So the trustees of 

the Ahmanson Foundation do carefully evaluate the museum proposals? 

DONAHUE 

Oh, absolutely. And so the first work of art— I had those things in mind: that it 

has to be a kind of textbook example, a work that will be important to scholars 

and collectors and connoisseurs in this country and in Europe, and a work 

which will at the same time if possible fill in a major gap in the collection. I had 

that in mind when the first proposal was brought up and we had about six 

weeks to find something, because of the end of their fiscal year, or their 

planning year, in any event. And so I went to New York first and then to 

London and to The Hague and to Paris and to Zurich. And when I walked into 

Agnew's I saw the Fra Bartolommeo [Holy Family], which really just fit the bill 

perfectly. It was within the exact scope of the money, a little bit less, in fact, 

and it met all the other requirements. Also the objects have to be in good 

condition; we just wouldn't offer anything to the Ahmansons which are not in 

good condition. 

GOODWIN 

What kind of commitment is the foundation making, from year to year? 

DONAHUE 



We don't have any written commitment, but we do know that on the basis of 

the past experience and the continued interest of the Ahmansons that we can 

assume that they will buy at least one major painting every year. The problem 

is finding a painting that's good enough for the Ahmanson jury, good enough 

and in good enough condition. Sometimes there are objects that appear on 

the market that are very important for the history of art and important 

aesthetically, what's left of them, but unfortunately the condition is just not 

one that we would propose to the Ahmansons. So the Fra Bartolommeo really 

fit perfectly into a need. There was nothing the docents needed more, and the 

whole collection needed more, than a representative of Florentine and Roman 

high renaissance. And we certainly can't get a Raphael or a Michelangelo. We 

certainly can't get a Michelangelo, the chances of a Raphael are very, very 

slim, and so the next in line is Fra Bartolommeo. And this is as typical a work— 

Or Leonardo, I should have said also, as an impossibility. And there's a strong 

influence of Leonardo in this work, plus the same kind of theoretical approach, 

the ideological approach, that Raphael would have had about 1500 when this 

painting was done. So it really is quite ideal for purposes of teaching as well as 

for filling that gap in the collection, to represent the high renaissance, the 

Florentine-Roman high renaissance. 

GOODWIN 

Of course the Veroneses [Allegories of Navigation] are— 

DONAHUE 

The Veroneses. 

GOODWIN 

—I think even more smashing. 

DONAHUE 

That's right? they are really two of the finest Veroneses in America. In fact 

[Terisio] Pignatti, who has written the standard work on Veronese, feels that 

these together with the two great works in the Frick Collection and one of the 

paintings in the Metropolitan, that these two form part of that group of five—

maybe we should extend it to one or two more paintings, but in any event, of 

the half-a-dozen or so greatest paintings of Veronese in this country. Then Bill 



Ahmanson has a great interest in Dutch painting, and as you know the 

[Edward] Carter collection is eventually going to be given to the museum. 

That's a collection of landscape and still life. 

GOODWIN 

What is the scope of that collection? 

DONAHUE 

There are about thirty-five paintings right now, and it's primarily Dutch, 

extends from the very end of the sixteenth, the beginning of the seventeenth 

century, through the early eighteenth century? so that there's an [Hendrick] 

Avercamp to a [Ambrosius] Bosschaert to represent the earliest of the artists 

who still are part of the revolution that became Dutch seventeenth-century 

painting, and ending with one of the most beautiful still lifes of [Jan] van 

Huysum in the early eighteenth century. So that it covers, in landscape and 

still life, the major development, with textbook examples of the top artists and 

also works in incredibly beautiful condition. Now we have quite important 

figure paintings, but we had no painting by Frans Hals, so that that was a 

major addition to the collection, again a textbook example, a work that should 

command attention. It's a work of superb quality and splendid condition and 

adds a great distinction to the museum, just as the Veroneses do; and so that 

became an Ahmanson acquisition, as well as the— And then of course the 

Georges de La Tour. 

GOODWIN 

Let's talk about that painting. 

DONAHUE 

Well, that happened partially by chance, partially by plot. I suppose I could go 

back and tell the story, since these stories are never preserved elsewhere, 

about the Frans Hals. The Hals belonged to the Oakes family. I had first seen it 

many years ago in Knoedler's, in a storage area, and Knoedler's always 

thought that when the family decided to dispose of the painting, they would 

have it for sale; but someone at Christie's talked them into selling it at auction. 

After the death of the father, the children decided to sell the painting, and so 

it was brought up at auction. The price of the reserve was considered to be a 



very high price at the time, and again I don't want to mention prices of an 

Ahmanson acquisition, but the price was very high. The dealers apparently got 

together and decided that they would not go along with this, that one of 

them, if not a group of them, would get the painting by default if it did not sell 

at auction. So they went up to reasonably near the price, but not the price the 

family wanted, and so they stopped. With the bidding stopping under the 

reserve, there was no sale. Instead of its being offered to another dealer, it 

was then offered through by Christie's privately, at the same reserve as was 

placed on it in the auction. They felt that's the amount of money they had to 

have from it. So the next time I saw the painting— At the time of the auction 

we felt that we couldn't bid on it because we thought it was going for so many 

millions and millions of dollars, and that it would be bought by either some 

extraordinarily wealthy collector or bought by a dealer. So we didn't bid on it 

at the auction, although we were very well aware of the picture at the 

auction. Then when it was offered at Christie's I was by good fortune in 

London and saw it in an iron cage that looked like an old eighteenth-century 

jail, in the basement of Christie's. It was just as smashing a picture as I had 

remembered it. Ed Carter was in London about the same time, and he went by 

and saw it, and we came back and discussed it and thought it was a picture we 

really should have for the collection. Ed Carter, whose great knowledge is that 

of Dutch painting, was especially enthusiastic about it. We talked to Seymour 

Slive, and Seymour gave it a great send-off; but Christie's said they couldn't 

get the price any lower. So we did show it to— We assembled all the material, 

and I was in New York and went to the Frick Collection and got Xeroxes of 

about thirty-five publications in which it was reproduced, as well as articles 

discussing it, and then brought it here, and that was to be a supplement to the 

number of books in our library in which it was reproduced. I brought them all 

over one Saturday afternoon to Ed Carter's house, and we laid them out on 

the floor of his living room, and then Bill Ahmanson and Franklin Murphy 

came over. Well, I think Bill Ahmanson took one look at that array of 

publications about the painting, but more important, he took a good look at 

the color transparency of the painting and said, "I like it, and we'll buy it for a 

certain sum. We'll offer a certain sum." But that sum was not quite up to the 

amount that was being asked by the family. So the offer was— I don't 

remember whether I called or Ed Carter—he was head of the acquisitions 

committee at that time—I think it was Ed Carter who called and talked with 



Christie's and offered Christie's that sum of money. They investigated it and 

said the family won't sell it. We finally gave up the painting, and then a few 

months later, Ed Carter was in London negotiating for department stores— 

The Carter-Hawley-Hale stores at that time bought a controlling interest in 

[House of] Fraser that controlled Harrod's. The chief negotiator for the 

department stores was Jacob Rothschild, and at the end of the discussion Ed 

Carter said to him, "Now, Jacob, you've done such a good job representing the 

department stores, why don't you, since you own Colnaghi's, why don't you 

get that Oakes Hals that's sitting over there in the basement of Christie's for 

us?" He said, "Well, I'll see what I can do." He [Carter] said, "Here's the 

amount we're willing to pay, and anything you get them to sell it to you for 

below that is your commission." He called up a week later and said, "I've 

talked with the family, they won't budge an inch from the original amount." 

Again we gave up the picture. It was some months later, maybe three months 

later, that he called Ed Carter and said to him, "I've just been talking with the 

Oakes children, and they've decided they will sell the picture for the amount 

you offer, but you will have to pay our commission on top of that." And at that 

moment, Ed Carter, as a good negotiator, did something I would not have had 

the courage to: he said, "That wasn't our deal. We have x amount of money; if 

you can get it for that, then we'll pay that, and they will have to pay your 

commission." So he didn't hear from him for about two weeks; he called back 

and said, "It's a deal, they'll pay the commission and you can have it for the 

amount of money that's offered by your foundation." 

GOODWIN 

Great story. 

DONAHUE 

But if it hadn't been for Ed Carter being such a sharp negotiator, and at the 

same time so passionately eager to get the picture, we would never have got 

it. Now the Georges de La Tour is a different story entirely. I was sitting in my 

office one day when Peter Wilson from London called, he's with Sotheby's, 

and said, "How would you like to have a Georges de La Tour? So I said, "Well, I 

don't know, being a painting of which there are several versions, I don't know 

whether we can get the money for it or not, but how's the condition?" He 

said, "The condition is a dream." He said, "It's absolutely the most perfectly 



preserved Georges de La Tour I've ever seen." He said, "In fact, it's been in one 

family for at least a hundred and fifty years, and it hasn't been cleaned during 

all that time, so you know that it has to be in good state." I said, "Well, send 

me a transparency." Could we turn off for just a minute? [tape recorder off] 

Peter Wilson then sent the photograph [of Magdalen with Smoking Flame], 

the transparency, and at first glance it looked very much like the Louvre 

picture. But in studying it, it became quite clear that it really was a different 

conception and, in fact, was farther from the Louvre picture than it was to 

either of the other two pictures. So that while there are four versions of this 

painting, there are really four quite different conceptions. In this one the girl, 

the Magdalen, is a young girl, quite realistic. She's quite identifiable. One 

could recognize her if she walked down the street in some town in Lorraine 

and saw her walking there; one might very well see a girl who looks like that. 

And there are a lot of realistic details preserved in the painting: things like the 

little divide that holds up the flame, the floppiness of the parchment of the 

books, the smoke of the candle flame—all those carefully observed natural 

details. Whereas the Louvre painting is a much more abstract work; in which 

the books, for example, are regularized much like a Mondrian composition, 

not naturalistic as they are in the Los Angeles version? that little supporting 

device is just not there? the candle isn't smoking as it is here—to just mention 

three of the details that we brought up before. Also the position of the 

Magdalen suggests a more structured figure than the position of the 

Magdalen here. Of course, the other two pictures are entirely different. The 

Magdalen in the Wrightsman picture has her side and part of her back to the 

viewer, and turns away from the viewer, looking into the mirror, and so we 

never see the front of her face or the profile of her face, just a kind of lost 

profile. Then in the National Gallery picture the Magdalen looks to the left 

instead of looking to the right. And in both those pictures there's a different 

moment, in all four of those pictures there is a different moment in the story 

of the Magdalen. Apparently, as far as the story goes, this is the earliest— No, 

I'm sorry, the Wrightsman picture would be the earliest, for in that one the 

Magdalen still has much of her finery that she [later] gave up. There are still 

some jewels and a very fine embroidered dress and an elegant mirror, and so 

this is the beginning of her conversion and repentance. In the National Gallery 

picture she is looking into the mirror and fingering the skull? she's just at that 

point at which she's contemplating the importance of life and the sureness of 



death. Whereas in the other two pictures, here as a young girl, she's fresh and 

somewhat naive; she's contemplating the flame and the way that through 

love, sin can be forgiven. In the Louvre picture she is already a seasoned 

penitent, who shows very little emotion in her face, who is already past that 

stage and is ready for that transcendental experience of receiving the divine 

by that flame of divine love, that will eventually liberate her from her earthly 

existence and give her a life of eternity in heaven. So that it's as abstract a 

picture as this is a naturalistic one, in content as well as in form. Now to go 

back to the story of its acquisition, I showed the picture to Bill Ahmanson, and 

the first question was, "Are there other versions?" And I said, "Yes, there are 

three other versions." And he said, "Well, I don't really think I want to consider 

it for the foundation if there are other versions. I'd rather have a unique 

work." And there was at the same time a transparency on the desk of the El 

Greco that Rick Brown bought for the Kimbell Foundation, a splendid portrait, 

and he said, "I'd be much more interested in the foundation's buying the El 

Greco." And I said, "Well, the El Greco's a fine work, but from time to time El 

Grecos come on the market. And I don't think there'll ever be another Georges 

de La Tour like this becoming available. So let's think about it a little while." I 

called Peter Wilson back and said, "The Ahmanson Foundation is the only 

source we have, and I just don't think that Bill's going to consider it; so unless 

we can get an extension of time, I think I'll have to send you the transparency 

back." So he called back a little later, a day or two later, and said, "I have a 

great surprise for you. The owner says she will give you an extension for six 

months. And the reason for that will be evident a little later." So I was just 

delighted with it, kept it in the light box next to my desk, kept looking at it and 

looking at it. Then I had the opportunity to go to Europe at the same time that 

Ben [Benjamin B.] Johnson was there and Alia Hall was there. We were all 

coming from different directions and happened to be in Paris at the same 

moment, at the time of the opening of [Armand] Hammer's exhibition. None 

of us went for that purpose, but we all went to that exhibition. And we went 

over to see the painting in the warehouse in which it was, in which the lady— 

It was a very elegant warehouse, but still a storage place. We all agreed that 

that's a painting we just had to have, and Ben was just delighted with the 

condition of it and with the painting itself. So I said to Alia, "Wouldn't it be 

wonderful if Kathy [Kathleen (Mrs. Robert H. )] Ahmanson could see the 

picture?" And she said, "I'll call her." And she called her, and to everybody's 



astonishment Kathy was there the next day. So Kathy also decided that this 

was a picture we should have, and from that moment on became its great 

protagonist with the Ahmanson family, adding to the enthusiasm for the 

picture that only I had had, but which Ed Carter had and Franklin Murphy had, 

and so eventually everybody was in agreement, and the Ahmansons bought 

the picture. 

GOODWIN 

Why wasn't the painting known at the time of the de La Tour exhibition in 

Paris? 

DONAHUE 

The painting had been unknown, kept in some castle on the Loire or 

somewhere like that, for those decades and decades, never brought to light. 

Apparently the owner had an idea what it was. And I don't know whether it 

was the fact that the National Gallery had paid a short time earlier a very large 

price for the Magdalen that she was willing to now bring it to the public 

attention, or whether it was just the good fortune that the best scholars of 

Georges de La Tour were there. Maybe it was traditionally called that, and she 

wasn't sure and, therefore, had never mentioned it earlier. In any event she 

brought it to the Louvre after the show was installed, so that all the scholars 

were still there and they could study the picture, and eventually each one of 

them squeezed it into a publication that was just about to come out. When 

they accepted it, it went and was studied thoroughly at the Louvre 

laboratories, and Pierre Rosenberg gave it his blessing, Jacques Thuillier gave it 

his blessing, Ben Nicolson gave it his blessing. They all agreed that it's too bad 

that it wasn't in the show because it was a major painting, a major discovery 

of Georges de La Tour, but it just came in too late. Then how it came to be 

offered through Peter Wilson, I don't know. 

GOODWIN 

Do you have a feeling that the owner was trying to conceal the painting's 

whereabouts? 

DONAHUE 



No. I don't know; maybe she just didn't want to sell it until she was absolutely 

sure it was a Georges de La Tour, and maybe that was just the opportunity. I 

don't know. But the reason he gave us that long option is that {her name was 

Simone Lahaye) she had been one of the partisan leaders during World War II. 

In fact she was a political science—her university training was in political 

science. She had worked for the League of Nations and had other political 

posts. So shortly after the war broke out she was one of the first partisans. 

She developed a method of getting information to the British and was 

eventually captured by the Nazis. She was put in one concentration camp, 

which was essentially a work camp, and after being there for a considerable 

time she tried to escape and was caught and was sent to an extermination 

camp. There were sixty thousand when she entered the camp, and there were 

only six thousand left when the Allied armies came in and liberated and freed 

the camp. She felt so tremendously fortunate not only to be alive but to have 

been liberated by the Allied armies, including the American army, that she 

would like the picture to have been in America, at least that's the story that 

she told. It would never have been permitted to be exported if it had not been 

that she had that position, because she had earlier gone directly to the 

president of France and asked for export permission. Our friends at the 

Louvre, Michel Laclotte and Pierre Rosenberg, would have never given 

permission, and Pierre actually told me that, that he just would not have 

allowed it to get out of France. And some of our own trustees, like Ed Carter 

and Dick Sherwood, both had friends at the State Department to whom they 

spoke, asking them that if necessary if they would intervene. But what she had 

done, she— [Georges] Pompidou's son was a partisan who was either killed in 

the war or died somewhat later, but in any event, at one time she was to 

receive an award that was also given posthumously to Pompidou's son, and 

she asked him [President Pompidou] at that time. She said she had never 

asked for anything from the government, and she had never expected 

anything, but would he permit her to export a painting if she could sell it. And 

he said he would do that. At the time she decided to sell, Pompidou was no 

longer in office but [Valéry] Giscard d'Estaing was the— What is it, prime 

minister or president? President, I think. And so she went to him, and he 

honored Pompidou's commitment. 

GOODWIN 



And that's the reason for the delay of six months? 

DONAHUE 

That was the reason that we were given a long option because she wanted 

to— Oh, no, no, only because she wanted it to be in America, she said, not 

because of the delay of export. That came after we agreed to buy it. 

GOODWIN 

We don't have much more time. Well, let's go to the Guido Reni. 

DONAHUE 

You know, it's curious that, in a way, the Guido Reni is a classical Magdalen, 

[laughter] even though it doesn't look like it. You know, many of the classical 

stories were interpreted later as being precursors of Christian stories, and the 

women who were married to and wanted to be united with gods in order to 

have a place, a permanent place in the heavens, were considered as kind of 

predecessors or forerunners of Magdalen, who through her great love 

personally for Christ was able to achieve that position of sainthood. So while 

there's no constellation of Magdalen, there is a constellation of Ariadne, who 

was united with Bacchus and who placed her in the heavens when she died. 

The painting itself is rather— It was a kind of sleeper when it came here, but I 

think it's going to turn out to be absolutely one of the major works of [Guidi 

Reni] working in a tradition, in a style which is not his usual style, much more 

classical than he usually is. In fact one of the visitors, a curator of paintings 

from another museum, looked at it and said, "That's the kind of painting that 

would have been copied in the eighteenth century, " because it already 

foreshadows the classicism of the eighteenth century, and I think this was 

conscious on the part of Guido Reni. [Dr.] Stephen Pepper is doing an article 

on it and is going to propose it was done as a private gift or at least a private 

commission to— 

1.9. TAPE NUMBER: V, Side One (May 21, 1980) 

GOODWIN 

Today we're going to continue discussing acquisitions of the Los Angeles 

County Museum of Art. Last time we concluded by mentioning the acquisition 



of the painting by Guido Reni. And I think it's interesting that, though it was 

one of your last acquisitions, it represents one of your lifelong interests in the 

history of art, and that is seventeenth-century Italian painting. 

DONAHUE 

Right. Well, I would love to have built a great seventeenth-century Italian 

collection here, but for practical reasons, I had to put my own interests aside 

and take advantage of what was on the market. When I became director we 

needed so much to have some specialities for the museum by which it would 

be known internationally that I felt it more important to buy the Heeramaneck 

collection, the original Indian, Nepalese and Tibetan collection, and then to 

develop that collection until it became the finest in the country; to buy the 

Islamic collection, the ancient Near Eastern collection, and the John Wise 

Peruvian textile collection, which gives us a specialty in another area, than to 

put that same amount of money into a painting— which would not have given 

us an international specialty. Even though we had acquired a half-a-dozen 

important—or even from the seventeenth century, a dozen important 

pictures—it would have only made us more important to a very small number 

of people. 

GOODWIN 

Did [Giovanni Pietro] Bellori know that particular painting? 

DONAHUE 

He didn't write about it, but he may very well have known it. 

GOODWIN 

Today there was a prominent article in the Los Angeles Times about Armand 

Hammer; he's certainly been a visible figure at the County Museum. His 

interest in art collecting, though, is rather recent, as I understand it. 

DONAHUE 

No, no; not at all. It goes back, well, to his youth, actually. You remember from 

the article that when he went to Russia, to the Soviet Union shortly after the 

Revolution, that he was able to negotiate a contract to represent the Fordson 

tractors; the Ford Motor Company provided Fordson tractors to the Soviet 

Union. With the money he made from that, plus a bauxite development that 



he operated there, plus the pencil monopoly that he had when he gave up the 

monopoly on Fordson tractors, and other funds that he received in the Soviet 

Union, he was not able to bring any of that money out of the country. And 

even if he had brought it out, it would have been in rubles; it would not have 

been worth a great amount in the West. Therefore he bought works of art 

with all of that. Now they weren't traditional Western works of art. They were 

icons and crown jewels—what's called crown jewels; actually many of them 

belonged to great aristocratic families—and decorative objects or decorative 

art. He then brought them to New York where his brother, Victor [Hammer], 

opened a gallery at Fifty-fourth [Street] and Fifth Avenue, and through the 

next years sold the bulk of that collection. Actually, if Hammer had held onto 

that, he'd have been a wealthier man than he is today. But, of course, the 

money was used for other enterprises. 

GOODWIN 

I should have said that he became involved in the County Museum in the 

sixties. 

DONAHUE 

Right. 

GOODWIN 

And since the museum built its new facilities. 

DONAHUE 

Yes. And he had formed an earlier collection which he gave to USC [University 

of Southern California]; I'm not sure of the date, but sometime long before his 

involvement with our museum. His first involvement with the museum 

accompanied a major gift; that is, two paintings and a check for a million 

dollars. The two paintings were the Renoir, Two Girls Reading, and the 

Modigliani, Woman of the People. And then I still remember that beautiful 

check [laughs] for exactly one million dollars! 

GOODWIN 

Was he guided to the museum by anybody else, any friends on the board? 

DONAHUE 



Well, he had some friends on the board: Justin Dart, Ed Carter, and Franklin 

Murphy, and I think that it was especially Justin Dart's relationship with him 

that helped bring him into the museum. Then he was certainly welcomed with 

open arms when he arrived there. He was already building the collection, 

beginning to build the collection, but he didn't have a very large collection at 

that time. And many of the things that he had in his collection at that time 

were later sold, so that the present collection was assembled in less than the 

last fifteen years. It's been about the last twelve years. 

GOODWIN 

Have you advised him on acquisitions? 

DONAHUE 

I gave my counsel whenever it was asked, let's put it that way. John Walker 

was, for a number of years, his advisor on acquisitions, and I would say John 

Walker was his primary advisor, although we did discuss a number of the 

things he was going to acquire. 

GOODWIN 

Is that the reason why the drawings are going to the National Gallery [of Art, 

Washington, D. C.]? 

DONAHUE 

No. Before he had really made a commitment to give his collection to this 

museum, to our museum, he had dinner one evening with Carter Brown and 

Carter Brown asked if he wouldn't give his collection to the National Gallery. 

And he said, no, he was thinking seriously of giving it to the Los Angeles 

County Museum of Art. And Carter said, "Well, why not give us a segment of 

it, like the drawings?" And he said, "All right." [laughs] And once Dr. Hammer 

makes a commitment, he is very faithful to that commitment? so he has to 

give, if not all of the drawings that he might acquire in his lifetime, at least the 

major drawings that he had at that time will have to go to the National 

Gallery, and possibly all the drawings. We don't know how one interprets that 

commitment, but it most likely means the minimum of whatever drawings he 

had at the time of that dinner with Carter Brown. It was shortly after his gift of 

the two paintings and the million dollars—a total value of pretty close to two 



million dollars to the museum—that he made the public announcement that 

he was going to give the rest of the paintings in his collection to the museum. 

And that was again something that Justin Dart and Ed Carter and Franklin 

Murphy worked with him on. 

GOODWIN 

Why didn't Hammer—why is he waiting until he's no longer here to enjoy 

giving more of the collection to the County Museum? 

DONAHUE 

Well, you're quite right. That is a question that many people have asked, 

because it would be certainly a great source of satisfaction to him to know 

that his collection was given on exhibition at the County Museum. However, 

Dr. Hammer's interest is in having that collection seen by as many people in 

the world as possible. And, therefore, he has sent it to corners of the world to 

which we rarely even send exhibitions. It's gone to the major cities in Europe. 

It started in the British Isles and went to England and then to Scotland and 

then, surprisingly, to Dublin, since not many of the major exhibitions go to 

Dublin; and so his went there. It went to— Was it Sweden? 

GOODWIN 

I think it went to Japan. 

DONAHUE 

Well, it went to Japan, but we send a number of exhibitions to Japan. But it did 

go to one of the Scandinavian countries. I don't think that that's in here, it's 

too early. [examining his notes] 

GOODWIN 

It seems to be continually on the road. 

DONAHUE 

And then it went to five cities in the Soviet Union. Usually when we send 

things to the Soviet Union, they go to the Hermitage in Leningrad and to the 

Pushkin Museum in Moscow. But his show went to Leningrad, Moscow, Kiev, 

Odessa— Did it go to Odessa? Do you want to shut it off, and I'll get the 

catalog. [tape recorder off] So the exhibition went to Stockholm and to Oslo, 



to which we don't very frequently send exhibitions, and then in the Soviet 

Union—yes, I was correct—it went to Leningrad, Moscow, Kiev, Odessa, and 

then to Minsk, and to Riga. Again, we might conceivably send an exhibition to 

include Kiev, but rarely to Odessa and certainly never to Minsk or Riga. So he 

sent it to Caracas, Venezuela; to Lima, Peru; and he sent it to Paris and to 

Mexico City and to other places that are more frequently on the circuit. 

GOODWIN 

Have you been in the Soviet Union— 

DONAHUE 

Yes. 

GOODWIN 

—with one of the Hammer exhibitions? 

DONAHUE 

No, I didn't go with a Hammer exhibition. I went there at the time we were 

arranging the Scythian exhibition ["From the Land of the Scythians: Ancient 

Treasures from the Museums of the U.S.S.R., 3,000 B. C. to 100 B. C."], 

because it was to come to the Metropolitan. This began many, many, many 

years ago that we began discussing the possibility of having the Scythian gold, 

in fact before we knew that the Metropolitan was interested in having it for 

the Centennial, and I'm not even sure whether the Met had an idea at the 

time that we began the discussion. But when Tom Hoving did have that on his 

program, he said that we should let them take care of it and they would make 

the arrangements, and it would come to the Metropolitan and then to Los 

Angeles. Well, just to be sure that we were to be included and that the 

Russians were in complete agreement, I did go to Moscow to talk with 

Madame [Ekaterina Alekseevna] Furtseva, who was still minister of culture—

alive as minister of culture at that time—and then went to Leningrad to talk 

with [Boris B.] Piotrovsky and the curators at the Hermitage. 

GOODWIN 

Were they eager to cooperate? 

DONAHUE 



Yes, they were delighted to cooperate. In fact, you see, the curators in the 

Soviet Union are very eager to have an opportunity to come to the West, to 

see the works of art, and especially to see the objects in their special field that 

they don't often have an opportunity of seeing, and therefore they welcome 

loan exhibitions because there is a chance of some permission to travel, which 

is other¬wise difficult to arrange. 

GOODWIN 

Well, what has been the policy up until recently with the government officials, 

the politicians? 

DONAHUE 

Well, as soon as the detente program came into being, the government 

officials seemed to be very eager to participate in cultural exchange, and we 

were eager to reciprocate. And there Dr. Hammer was of very great 

importance, because he'd been trying for many years to establish new 

relations with the Soviet Union, not only on a cultural basis but also on a 

commercial basis. And I would say that it's the museum's good fortune, 

whether it's the National Gallery or our museum, to which a number of shows 

have come— In fact, we have had, I believe more exhibitions—at least up until 

the time of the last exhibition, of the Hermitage exhibition in '78—we had 

more exhibitions from the Soviet Union than any other museum in the 

country. The Met may have outstripped us now; I think they've had one or two 

in the meantime. 

GOODWIN 

What are your feelings about those exhibitions? Are they entirely positive? 

DONAHUE 

Do you want to talk about exhibitions or do you want to finish acquisitions, 

first? 

GOODWIN 

Well, I thought in relation to Hammer— 

DONAHUE 



I think it was just our very good fortune that Hammer's interest happened to 

include interest in works of art. He could just as easily have been interested in 

music and arranged for an exchange of musicians instead of works of art, or 

interested in sports or something else. But because of his deep interest in 

works of art, it was exhibitions that he wanted to arrange as a, let's say, means 

of opening windows and of breaking down barriers on a psychological basis as 

well as a political and economic basis. 

GOODWIN 

Do you think, though, that these exhibitions are also controversial because of 

their politics? 

DONAHUE 

Not really. There was a little controversy at the time of the first or second 

exhibition that we had, but the very pickets— The first exhibition was an 

exhibition of impressionist paintings from the Soviet Union, "Impressionist and 

Post-Impressionist Paintings [from the U. S. S. R."] and the pickets themselves 

used to spell one another so they could come in and see the show. So even 

though there was a certain political opposition to showing something from the 

Soviet Union, the very people who were opposed were eager to see these as 

objects of man's creation, [laughs] In the first group there was actually nothing 

done by Russian artists, and the second group of paintings that we had from 

the Soviet Union ["Master Paintings from the Hermitage and the State Russian 

Museum, Leningrad"] had representative works of [Ilya] Repin and some of 

the other artists of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. So that 

there was great public interest, again including the people who might, in 

principle, on a political basis object to the exhibition, they came to see the 

exhibition and were rather pleased with it, each one of the exhibitions. 

GOODWIN 

Well, I personally have mixed feelings. I'm delighted to see the master 

paintings, but on the other hand, I don't feel that the Soviet Union tolerates 

artistic expression today. 

DONAHUE 



Well, I feel very positively that these shows do some good. What other means 

do we have of reaching the people in the Soviet Union [who are] interested in 

works of art but by exchange exhibitions. And how can the specialists in the 

Soviet Union really have a chance to see, at firsthand—not through smuggled 

publications, or admitted publications, because there are quite a number of 

Western books that are available in the Soviet Union—but how are those 

people going to have an opportunity of really seeing what's going on in the 

West and really understanding it? You know, there is a big difference between 

just knowing a group of objects and knowing the whole cultural milieu which 

produced them. Even when one curator comes over, don't forget that that 

curator goes back and talks with fifty other curators and collectors, because 

the ire sire a number of collectors in the Soviet Union—but mostly of modern 

art, not old masters—and generally people interested and many more than 

that fifty colleagues that that curator might talk with. So that they are able to 

see what kind of a spirit has produced, what kind of a life¬style is reflected in 

those works of art, and what kind of an outlook on human beings is reflected 

in them. And I think, for that only, it's well worth it. And I've seen at firsthand 

the eye-opening experience that it is for a curator who has never been out of 

the Soviet Union to come to Los Angeles, or to come to Washington or New 

York, wherever, but specifically to come to Los Angeles, and then to see and 

discuss the works of art here at our museum and those at the Getty Museum 

and Norton Simon's museum and at the Huntington and the galleries on La 

Cienega [Boulevard] and in Venice. They want to see everything, and they 

want to know what's behind everything, so that, as often as possible, our 

modern art department would arrange some meetings with them and take 

them or send them to the galleries that they thought were the most important 

and, in some cases, introduce them to the artists they thought were the most 

important ones here. So it was, I think, a very important experience and, in the 

long run, a very important political activity. 

GOODWIN 

Well, what would your feeling be today if there were another opportunity to, 

say, exchange exhibitions? 

DONAHUE 

With the Afghanistan problem. 



GOODWIN 

Right. 

DONAHUE 

That would be more difficult, but the Afghanistan problem is going to be 

settled one way or another for— That's not going to be a long-term matter? I 

think it will be settled sometime in the next year. I would then like to see us 

resume the exchange of exhibitions that we had before. You see, so many of 

the educated people in the Soviet Union, and they do learn other languages, 

get much of their information from BBC and from Voice of America and from 

their short-wave radios. Just in the same way, that if one of us goes to a new 

country—if we've never been to Greece or never been to Turkey or 

wherever—the kind of stimulus that that visit of a few weeks, or even a few 

days, brings to our whole outlook for the next several years is just 

tremendous, and so they have a new relationship with the broadcasts after 

that. 

GOODWIN 

Right. I actually agree with you on the desirability of the personal contact with 

the curators of the Soviet museums, because theoretically we would be in 

their place had we been rivals. 

DONAHUE 

Yeah, it's a matter that the exhibitions are also symbolic. I think that's what 

you're saying, and that's something different. And right now, with the 

Afghanistan situation as it is, that's the thing that would have to be weighed. 

GOODWIN 

Right. 

DONAHUE 

It's a symbolic gesture implying political approval, or if not approval, at least 

acceptance, and that's why it would be so difficult right now to accept an 

exhibition. But as soon as the Afghanistan situation is settled, then I would like 

to see us go back to our old exchanges again. 

GOODWIN 



Right. But it seems to me that the Soviet government is manipulating the 

situation as a public relations device by sending their wonderful exhibitions 

here. We are led to believe that the Soviets are [laughs] interested in 

culture— 

DONAHUE 

Well, I think there are two things: one is that we do have exchange 

exhibitions, and sometimes they don't meet the best possible fate, since some 

things have not been permitted to be shown; but we have exchange 

exhibitions that do give the people who can't travel some idea of what cultural 

opportunities there are in this country, what works of art we have in the old 

master field, and what new things are being created here. Second, it means 

that our own personnel are going there and seeing firsthand what is 

happening. Let's say that there are two things they are doing: first, in going 

there they are again establishing new contacts with the curators who are not 

able to travel. See, there are a number of curators who are never given travel 

permits, but they do have the opportunity of talking with the visitors who go 

there. And second, it gives our own people a better perspective on the 

country and what's happening in the country, so that we can see where is 

there a basis for rapport, where is there a basis for common interest, and 

where is that ground in which we can begin to establish a more solid 

relationship. 

GOODWIN 

It's a very delicate situation. 

DONAHUE 

Yeah, it is, and the question is, is it possible to bring about an improvement by 

these methods? I think they help, I really do; in the long run, I think they are 

contributory. 

GOODWIN 

Well, I want to state what may be really implied, and that is, I suppose Armand 

Hammer can be criticized for manipulating American museums, for using them 

to promote his business contacts and his personal status. 

DONAHUE 



Yes, but knowing Dr. Hammer for a long, long time, my feeling is that his 

interest in establishing certain types of new international relations actually 

transcends his own business interest, because he has a great interest in the 

people of Eastern Europe. His family came from Russia, and I think that in 

some ways that childhood identification gave him a feeling of sympathetic 

relationship with the Russian people, the Polish people, the Slavic people as a 

whole, that is not just dependent on his business relationships, even though 

they might profit from it. But I don't think that, in his own mind, that's the 

primary motivation. I think that this is really something quite secondary and 

[which] he feels is above his business relationships. Obviously, they can't really 

be separated, but I think in his mind they are. And that if, all of a sudden, all 

trade were cut off, even if, let's say, the Soviets said, "No, Armand, we don't 

want to have anything more to do with you in trade, " I think that he would 

still feel, for the better understanding between the American people and the 

Russian people or the Polish people or the Rumanian people, whoever that 

he's also working with as well as the Russians, I think that he would still want 

to continue to sponsor cultural relations. 

GOODWIN 

Well, I'm confused. How can he possibly enjoy his art collection on a personal 

basis when it's everywhere but here, either at the County Museum or, I 

assume, his home? 

DONAHUE 

Well, there are many ways of loving your children, I suppose. Ed Carter, for 

example, who is a very devoted collector and really a great collector in the 

tradition of the great collectors of the Western world— I saw him one day on 

Madison Avenue and I said, "Isn't it wonderful being in New York just at the 

time when these three great exhibitions are here at the Met and the Museum 

of Modern Art?" And he said, "Yes, except that I miss my own paintings. I like 

to go back as quickly as possible so that I can be with my own paintings." So, in 

Hammer's case, he feels, "Isn't it wonderful that my own children are out 

doing things, the kinds of things that I want them to do in other parts of the 

world, instead of being here with me?" So he does have a great interest in 

them and savors them when they come back. And, as you know, Mrs. Hammer 

makes copies of the paintings that they own and they have some in their 



house. In their house they don't have originals for the most part, but they 

have copies that Mrs. Hammer has made of some of the important paintings. 

So they do have a strong personal relationship with them, but it's not 

possessive in the sense that they want to be with them all the time. They want 

them to be out carrying forward their point of view. 

GOODWIN 

Right. Well, I have the feeling that perhaps Armand Hammer doesn't really 

understand how badly the paintings are needed at the County Museum. 

DONAHUE 

I think that may very well be true. We tell him from time to time. For example, 

when the American paintings left— 

GOODWIN 

Right; the best example. 

DONAHUE 

When they left the last time, the galleries really, really suffered. 

GOODWIN 

Right. 

DONAHUE 

And I mentioned that to him, and other people have mentioned it to him, and 

he says, "Well, eventually they'll all be back at the museum, and we really 

should let the people of Scandinavia have a chance to see them." [laughs] 

GOODWIN 

How would you compare Armand Hammer and Norton Simon as collectors? 

DONAHUE 

Oh, they're really quite different. Norton is very possessive about his objects; 

he wants the— He also has a great personal affection for those objects, for 

those objects not only as, let's say, social beings but purely aesthetic beings. 

And I think that he receives a great part of his satisfaction in life from owning 

those great works of art and from the daily experience that he has with them. 



As you know he has installed the present museum personally and spends a lot 

of time working on it and reinstalling it to achieve as great perfection as he 

can in the type of installation which shows each painting to the best 

advantage. I think Armand Hammer is not as much concerned with the 

installation of his paintings as he is with the availability just to hundreds of 

thousands, millions of people; he wants everybody to come to see his 

paintings. And Norton Simon charges a two-dollar admission fee to his 

museum, and it is not open six days a week. Whereas when Armand 

Hammer's shows are at our museum, he wants them open the maximum time. 

He will even pay for extra guards sometimes to have shows open longer and 

open free, whenever that's possible, so that the greatest number of people 

can come. So it's really a quite different approach to the work of art and a 

really different taste in purchasing, because Norton is interested in the great 

work of art, per se. If it's a great work of art that the specialist will recognize is 

a great work of art, the connoisseurs will recognize is a great work of art, that 

he himself recognizes is a great work of art, and the public would hate it—I 

won't go that far, but the public should be unenthusiastic about it— Norton 

Simon would say, "Yes, we have to have it in the collection, because a hundred 

years or five hundred years from now, the public is going to realize what a 

great work of art it is." The same painting, I don't think Armand Hammer 

would buy because it would not have that kind of strong public appeal today. 

And he's quite convinced that the barefoot peasant in Mexico, or the 

overalled worker in Paris, or the fisherman in Oslo has a great capacity for 

enjoying works of art once he's given the opportunity of seeing them, and 

what he has to do is to put those works of art in an easy access to the whole 

people so that they will come. And I think one of his greatest delights in his 

exhibition is just the number of barefoot peasants who came in Mexico City to 

see his exhibition; it's something he talks about again and again. I assume the 

same thing is true in Peru, in Lima; in Caracas I haven't heard that much about 

it. But it's the people coming that whets his enthusiasm. So obviously there's 

not a great amount of competition between them for works of art because 

they're somewhat different kinds of works of art they choose. In fact Armand 

Hammer has bought several of the works of art that Norton Simon sold, like 

the great van Gogh [Hospital at] Saint-Rémy, that I think was one of the great 

losses from the Simon collection, that's now in the Hammer collection and 

right now in our museum, and that's a picture which is tremendously popular 



and will continue to be. He also is interested in those painters who have a 

deep feeling for human beings and a deep feeling for what another human 

being feels. Not just an interest in a human being, let's say like Raphael might 

have had, or Poussin might have had, either as an ideal, as a model of nature, 

or as the highest point of creation, or as a rational being, in terms of, let's say, 

as Poussin might have had. And Norton might have some of that interest, but 

Armand Hammer isn't interested in that but in the people who are interested 

in what makes other human beings tick, and what do we feel about nature 

when we look at nature. And so Rembrandt is, I suppose one would say, his 

favorite artist, and he will buy, I'm sure, every great Rembrandt that he has 

the opportunity of buying. Van Gogh he also has a great enthusiasm for. And I 

think if he were buying what he feels would be the most important thing, 

what the public would like best and what he would therefore like best, I think 

it would be a gallery of artists like Rembrandt and like van Gogh—this would 

be the ideal. Unfortunately the world hasn't produced that many [laughter] 

artists of that type. 

GOODWIN 

Well, I agree. 

DONAHUE 

But he's much more interested in that than in, let's say, a great [Francis] 

Boucher that Norton Simon might buy because it might be one of the great 

eighteenth-century French paintings, but it wouldn't be Armand Hammer's 

taste, it wouldn't be the public taste. 

GOODWIN 

Hammer would never buy the [Dirk] Bouts that Simon just bought [The 

Resurrection of Christ]. 

DONAHUE 

Oh, no—well, I don't know, I don't know. If he felt that that picture were a 

great painting representing Flemish painting in Bruges, rather in the 

Netherlands in the fifteenth century, and that there may not be another on 

view, but it wouldn't be—you're right—it wouldn't be his first choice. 

GOODWIN 



I can see that, on the one hand, Simon and Hammer have very different 

collecting interests, but on the other hand, it seems to me that, as people, 

they have a great deal in common. They seem to have colossal egos, and 

there's something that I think brings the egocentric person to art collecting. I 

don't know why that's so, but it has happened, particularly in this city. 

DONAHUE 

It probably takes a great ego to make a lot of money. I suppose that's the 

answer, that our great collectors, who very often are people who are very 

proud of their achievements and therefore have rather large egos, are the 

people who have amassed a lot of money and then put that money into works 

of art. [Honor§] Daumier, for example, seems to be just so logical for Hammer 

to have collected. 

GOODWIN 

Why? 

DONAHUE 

Because of Daumier's great interest in human beings and his strong feelings 

for human beings. Daumier is even sympathetic to the greatest weakness in a 

human being, and as much as he pokes fun at the middle class, he still feels 

rather a close relationship to them, and so it isn't such a biting satire as it is a 

sympathetic satire. And I think that again is quite in accord with Hammer's 

great interest. I don't know what else Norton Simon has contributed to. He 

has contributed to some medical or psychiatric institutes, mostly through, I 

think, his wife Jennifer's influence. But Armand Hammer had been a long¬time 

contributor to health research, medical research, and particularly on the basis 

of his own training as a medical doctor, but I think also, again, it's that interest 

in human beings. 

GOODWIN 

Well, it seems to me that in this group of extraordinarily powerful and 

successful art collectors Armand Hammer and Norton Simon, we could easily 

put Henry Frick, and I imagine John Ringling would fit in there somewhere. 

DONAHUE 

Yeah, yeah. Every one of the big collectors would fit into the group, so— 



GOODWIN 

It seems that art means respectability to these people. 

DONAHUE 

Uh, it may have been one of the earlier motivations in collecting, but after a 

point I think that it loses, that that becomes quite secondary, if it exists at all 

any longer, and it's really the pursuit of the work of art, the possession of the 

work of art and the enjoyment, and then in many cases, the sharing of the 

work of art. And the question is, in sharing it, is the collector sharing it 

because of the ego gratification it brings to him or is he sharing it because he 

takes just this great delight in other people being able to experience what he's 

experiencing. And I suppose there is a little bit of both in all of this group. And 

not only the large collectors, but the smaller collectors as well: the Arthur 

Gilberts, the Phil Bergs, the Bernie [B. Gerald] Cantors, and most of the people 

who contributed to the museum. 

GOODWIN 

Yeah, let's mention, let's talk a little more about those collectors. Cantor, for 

example, what is there about him that makes him focus his art collecting on 

[Auguste] Rodin? 

DONAHUE 

Well, he told the story that when he was a young man—a boy or young man—

he went to the Metropolitan? he knew nothing about works of art, but he 

went up to the Metropolitan. He used to go on Sunday afternoons and look 

around. It was a kind of curious and interesting place to visit. So he saw 

Egyptian things and Greek and Roman things and renaissance painting and so 

on, and none of it grabbed him; none of it took a commanding hold on his 

personality. And then he saw one sculpture of Rodin [The Hand of God], the 

hand of God holding a little human being, and that made such a tremendous 

personal impression that he felt that he had to see more Rodin and to 

investigate more about this man. So he began to read the biographies of 

Rodin, read Rodin's writing; when he got the money he finally bought a Rodin. 

It's like peanuts and potato chips, [laughter] once you have one Rodin that's 

not enough, and so he just focused on Rodin. He did buy some other 

sculptures, too. He did like sculpture better than painting, although he was a 



quite well known donor to the museum, a painting donor to the museum 

before he ever gave a Rodin sculpture. [telephone rings; tape recorder off] For 

example, it was he who gave us that wonderful [Ernst] Kirchner two women 

on the street [Two Women] that is certainly one of the finest, I think we can 

say, the finest German expressionist painting in the museum. And quite 

recently he gave us a [Ferdinand] Hodler, and there are so few Hodlers in 

America. Because he's the great Swiss painter of the late nineteenth century, 

the Swiss have a corner on the market, and so there are not very many of 

them here. And it's quite a good one that he gave us. But there were many 

other pictures, to a great extent German expressionist pictures, that he gave 

us long before he ever discussed the possibility of giving us some of the 

sculpture. 
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DONAHUE 

He [B. Gerald Cantor] actually offered us the entire collection of Rodin's 

sculpture, the pieces that went to Stanford, the pieces that went to the 

Museum of Modern Art, and the pieces that came here, but that would have 

required an entire building, because he really had a tremendous collection. 

When we couldn't take the whole collection, he decided to divide it into three 

parts. His offer just coincided with the building of the sculpture garden, so that 

the sculpture garden was named after him in honor of his gifts and his 

promised gifts of the collection of that number of Rodins that are out in the 

garden and then the quite comprehensive group that's in the galleries. The 

one controversy that existed at the time that the collection was given and 

which, to some extent, still exists, is what is a valid Rodin cast. The larger 

number of those casts are made by the Musée Rodin, so that Rodin was dead 

long before. And Al [Albert] Elsen came down at the time of the first exhibition 

we had of Cantor sculpture here ["Homage to Rodin: Collection of B. Gerald 

Cantor"], and he studied them very carefully and gave me a report that while 

the patination was not as good in many cases as the earlier patination, that he 

felt that the following sculptures were just as good as any he had seen that 

were done during Rodin's lifetime. And he made a list, which is still in the 

museum files, of what he thought were the finest casts in that exhibition, and 

those were the ones that we asked for first. [laughter] They include a few that 



Mr. Cantor still has at home today, but most of the things he's given away. 

Then Elsen, who was not quite sure at that time what he would say in 

principle, although he did feel that certain number of casts were of splendid 

quality, in principle seemed rather opposed to posthumous casts; but he's 

come around entirely to accepting the posthumous casts. And he tells the 

story that Rodin once went to another city where there was a sculpture that 

he had done a decade earlier and was taken to the owners to see this 

sculpture, and he said, "I'm delighted to see it; I've always wondered how that 

came out." [laughter] That he just turned over his plaster model to the 

fondeur and the fondeur took it from there on, which wasn't that unusual in 

the nineteenth century. And so on that basis, Elsen felt that it's not possible to 

determine that Rodin had any more to do with things that were cast during his 

lifetime than the things that are cast after his lifetime as long as there's proper 

control, as long as the plaster was still in very good condition and that there 

was no unlimited number of casts. He had a lot of suspicions that Madame 

[Cécile] Goldscheider was making as many casts as there was demand on the 

market. I think by now he is quite convinced that the maximum number of 

casts made of any plaster that existed at the time of Rodin's death is twelve, 

and in many cases there hasn't been that number of pieces cast yet. But it's 

also possible that some of the things that exist in many, many examples were 

cast in those number of examples during Rodin's own lifetime. 

GOODWIN 

Do you know what it is that draws Cantor to Rodin? 

DONAHUE 

No. I can't answer that. Except that it's still a type of sculpture that's centered 

on the human form, but it's the human form in an emotional state—usually in 

a state of suffering, a state of anguish, a state of melancholy or of reflection 

on man's lot. And that coincides with very much of German expressionism 

that he'd collected in painting, except that the anguish is even more 

exaggerated in German expressionism. So it's probably that concern again, like 

Armand Hammer, with what human beings are about, and what their feelings 

are and what motivates them, or what fundamental emotional experiences 

they have that leads him to Rodin, while it leads Armand Hammer to 

Rembrandt and Van Gogh. 



GOODWIN 

But of course Simon also is interested in Rodin. 

DONAHUE 

Not in the passionate way that— He has a few Rodins, but I don't think his 

interest is any greater in Rodin than it is in [Aristide] Maillol. In fact I don't 

think it's as great in Rodin as it is in Maillol. He has those beautiful Maillols in 

Pasadena—The River and The Mountain, and so on—that I think if he had to 

make his choice, he probably would take over the Rodins that he owns, 

[telephone rings; tape recorder off] Whereas the Cantor collection fits very 

well into a special interest that I've had for many, many years. Having been 

reared during the Depression, I've always been interested in recommending 

for purchase by any museum with which I work, what I felt were the areas in 

which one could still buy advantageously, still get first-quality works of art at 

prices that were not yet at the top of the market. And sculpture has been, 

through this whole century, one of those areas. So that wherever I've been, 

I've tried to encourage the purchase of sculpture. And as you might know, one 

of the first purchases that we made in this museum was the five Heads of 

Jeannette by Matisse. But that was really an isolated purchase; it was not 

followed by any great number of sculpture purchases, except that I kept a 

certain amount of propaganda for the purchase of sculpture. Franklin Murphy 

was really the only member of the board who was intensely interested in 

sculpture; so eventually we did buy a [Giovanni Battista] Foggini, and that 

seemed to begin things moving. And not very many months after the Foggini 

[Time Ravishing Beauty] was purchased, Ed Carter and Franklin Murphy 

agreed and cooperated on the hiring of Peter Fusco as curator of sculpture. 

There was a curator of nineteenth-century painting, and many of our own 

curators felt we should stick to what was in the budget and have a nineteenth-

century curator instead. But I thought that was the one opportunity we had to 

get a sculpture curator here and to take advantage of the market, while it still 

was a market in which one could buy advantageously. So as soon as Peter was 

here then we began doing two things: first, getting out of the basement— I'd 

brought a number of sculptures from the basement that Valentiner had 

purchased, and then we got more sculptures from the basement and. had 

them cleaned. Billie Milam in conservation did a magnificent job of cleaning, I 

think, more works of art to be brought directly into the galleries than any 



other conservator has had the opportunity of doing in the whole history of the 

museum. And so Billie cleaned sculptures and we put them in the museum, 

and Peter did research on them so that we had more complete histories and 

even, in some cases, better attributions. When the College Art Association 

were here, several people, like Irving Lavin and his wife, became interested in 

one or another sculpture, and so scholars became aware of the sculptures that 

were here and we began adding to them. Well, the board then, more and 

more enthusiastically, supported the acquisition of sculpture. So within the 

past four or five years since Peter has been here we've acquired more 

sculpture than possibly any other museum in the country. The only competitor 

we might have is Minneapolis that's bought quite a bit of sculpture. I think if 

there's one single accomplishment, something really very close to my heart 

that has been realized during my period at the museum, it would be the 

development of a European sculpture collection. 

GOODWIN 

I imagine that many of the other curators at the museum are jealous of 

Fusco's success in making so many acquisitions. 

DONAHUE 

Well, he's been successful not only in bringing some extraordinary works of art 

here for acquisition, but also in finding contributors in the community so that 

the larger part of the money has come from donors—from the Times-Mirror 

Foundation, from Mia [Mrs. F. Daniel] Frost, from Anna Bing Arnold, from the 

Cantors, from a number of other [donors]. 

GOODWIN 

Of course I don't know what pieces are available, but it would seem to me that 

Fusco's tastes are rather academic. Is that a reflection of— 

DONAHUE 

No, that's a reflection of what's available. On the contrary, he bought the 

[Jean-Jacques] Feuchère devil [Satan], which is certainly a very romantic piece. 

Other nineteenth-century pieces he bought are not that academic. But 

sculpture has, in a sense, been more academic than painting. 

GOODWIN 



It seemed to me for a while that there was a shift toward neoclassicism in 

many areas of the museum's acquisitions. I'm thinking of the Guido Reni, 

some of the European sculptures, even some of the American acquisitions. It 

seemed that at one moment— 

DONAHUE 

Yes, well as soon as— Actually our American curators had not been very much 

concerned with American sculpture until now, but when Peter began to 

acquire more European sculpture, then Michael Quick, curator of American 

painting, began to look more carefully at what was coming on the market and 

realized that for $25,000, he could get a sculpture that would be the 

equivalent of a $250,000 painting. So he began to buy some sculptures also 

and, I think, will probably continue to do that. 

GOODWIN 

I have another theory about that— 

DONAHUE 

What's that? 

GOODWIN 

Aside from the art market, that certain curators are not seeing the history of 

art through the experience of twentieth-century art. Certainly modern art has 

affected the taste of art historians, but perhaps some art historians have been 

somewhat unaffected by current tastes. 

DONAHUE 

I think that's true. I think that's true. Unhappily, a number of curators tend to 

be isolated in their own fields and don't look at other fields as carefully. And 

especially I think there are curators—and I'm not talking about our own 

curators at all—but generally curators if they are specialists in the eighteenth 

and nineteenth century tend to look at eighteenth and nineteenth century 

rather than at twentieth century or at earlier things. And I think in the long run 

that may be the difference between a very fine curator and someone who 

becomes a director: that the director has to be a person who can be excited 

about works of art created anywhere and at anytime in the world, and to 

generate, I would say, an equal excitement about them. There are certainly 



curators who are interested in more than one field—I don't want to say 

they're all terribly narrow-visioned—but there is a tendency for curators, at 

least, not to engender great enthusiasm for more than one field. Whereas a 

director has to be just as excited about the purchase of a Chola bronze as the 

purchase of a renaissance painting or a Peruvian textile or a modern painting 

or a modern sculpture. Let's say he has to have equal excitement about the 

Matisse heads, the Frans Hals painting, one of John Wise's textiles, and a 

Mongolian animal-style object. 

GOODWIN 

Are there significant European sculptures still available? 

DONAHUE 

The sculptures by the great masters are very difficult because so many of 

them still are in situ. And the ones that are not in situ have been destroyed by 

wars or melted down, like the great gold sculpture of Louis XV and so many 

other things that were melted down during the revolution, or destroyed 

during the Reformation or something of that type. So that works by the 

greatest masters very seldom come on the market, and when they do, their 

prices are now quite as high as comparable paintings would be, or almost 

quite as high, not quite. On the other hand, the sculptures by the extremely 

good sculptors, who would be just below the level of the greatest masters, are 

available for still a relatively small amount of money, and they do become 

available. So that there is a tremendous difference in price between the few 

people who are in all the textbooks and [the] sculptors who are, in their best 

works, sometimes better than some of the greats. And they're down well 

within the affordable price of even a middle-size or small museum, even 

though the prices have gone up considerably in sculpture in the last decade, in 

the last five years especially; but they're still relatively reasonable. So a work 

of, let's say, well, Michelangelo is impossible, obviously. There's one supposed 

sculpture of Leonardo— Well, let's not even talk about that. But Donatello is 

impossible. Jacopo della Quercia is impossible. In the seventeenth century, 

well, late sixteenth century, [Benvenuto] Cellini, or a major work of 

Giambologna, some small pieces of Giambologna will come on the market and 

the prices are not incredible. A [Gianlorenzo] Bernini is impossible, or almost 

impossible today—it wasn't ten years ago—and when a Bernini comes on the 



market, it's a million dollars. But bozzetti [sketches] turn up from time to time, 

and those are much more reasonably priced. 

GOODWIN 

Did you buy one for Sarasota? 

DONAHUE 

Yeah, for a very small amount of money. Well, but an [Allesandro] Algardi 

might— We might not be able to get a Bernini but we might very well be able 

to get Algardi, who was not the great creative genius that Bernini was but 

certainly one of the finest sculptors living in Rome in the seventeenth century. 

When you come later to [Antonio] Canova, for example, from time to time 

there is a Canova that comes on the market. Or [Jean Baptiste] Carpeaux, 

there are quite a number of Carpeaux that are available. Into the nineteenth 

century and on into, obviously, the twentieth century, we have not only the 

Matisse, but we have the famous cubist head by Picasso [Head of Woman]. 

We have— 

GOODWIN 

The [Raymond] Duchamp-Villon [The Large Horse]. 

DONAHUE 

Right. And so certainly from the eighteenth century on, including most of the 

eighteenth century, it's possible still to buy major masters. But even earlier, 

there are small works that turn up, from time to time, by greater masters, that 

are still not terribly out of reach? but there are larger works by really very fine 

secondary masters. 

GOODWIN 

Do you think the Ahmanson Foundation will ever purchase sculpture? 

DONAHUE 

The Ahmanson Foundation has restricted itself to paintings from 1300 to 

1800, and it made one deviation from that in buying the ancient Near Eastern 

collection, but that was really a matter of our being in a position that we 

would have lost that collection if they had not bought it that very day. So that, 

I would say, only in a very special case of emergency will they buy a sculpture. 



I won't say it's impossible, but in general, no, I don't think they'll be buying 

sculpture. But certainly the Times-Mirror [Foundation] and the Chandis 

Foundation and others that have already purchased things, I hope will 

continue to provide funds, especially since the funds don't have to be of the 

magnitude of the Ahmanson funds at this time. But the objects that have been 

bought during these last five years have already increased quite considerably 

in value, so we will need more and more money for sculptures, unfortunately, 

in the future. 

GOODWIN 

Has there also been a new attitude toward the purchase of, or perhaps merely 

the display of, decorative arts? 

DONAHUE 

Decorative arts have not fared as well as sculpture, although there is a very 

enthusiastic committee. And I think that part of the reason for that is just a 

matter of space. We don't have a great collection to begin with and the 

emphasis in our collection has been very much on English and American 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and there just has not been money to 

develop it. What I've been thinking about while I was saying that is [that] each 

president of the board affects the museum in a very positive way through his 

interests, and each director affects especially the collecting through his 

interests. And while I have a considerable interest in decorative arts, I didn't 

feel that the time was right, with the amount of money we had, that the time 

was right to push the decorative arts. I was certainly impelled to and there 

were certainly great things that we missed, but without the space, the kind of 

support for the decorative arts on the board that is necessary, and among 

donors— See, the Decorative Arts Council is a very enthusiastic council, but 

there's nobody on the council at this moment who is ready to provide the kind 

of money that Anna Bing Arnold provides, or one of the other major collectors 

provide. The closest, of course, is Arthur Gilbert, who develops his own 

collection that he's giving to the museum, and that will be the cornerstone of 

the decorative arts collection, as it might develop in the future when there's a 

new wing and when there's more space. So that in terms of priorities, there 

were other things that I pressed more than I did decorative arts, so I'll take 

some of the blame for its not having prospered more. 



GOODWIN 

Does this reflect, though, a tendency in many American museums to downplay 

the decorative arts in the last fifteen, twenty years? 

DONAHUE 

There was a tendency, let's say from World War I on, to look at— It coincides 

with the popularity of museums, with the public acceptance, the public's being 

invited to museums. As long as they were the repositories of aristocratic 

collections, whether they were old aristocrats of ancient agricultural lineage 

or military lineage, or whether they were the modern aristocrats of 

commerce, as long as they were repositories for the aristocratic collections, 

they tended to balance painting and sculpture with decorative arts. When the 

museums were democratized, from about the end of World War I on, and 

especially through the years of the Depression, the public thought much more 

of art as painting and sculpture—of painting as painting really. And the 

popular magazines, while they contributed greatly to the public interest in 

museums, also contributed to the emphasis on painting as art. And the very 

movies, like Lust for Life, that encouraged many people to come to a museum 

for the first time, also emphasized the romantic history of the artist and the 

strong emotional appeal of the individual work of art. And the very interest of 

the twentieth century in, let's say, the sophisticated avant-garde in abstract 

form, rather tended to deny the value of the intricacies of so much of old 

decorative arts. And, at the same time, the great modern furniture, beginning 

with the De Stijl group and coming through the Bauhaus with Breuer and Mies 

van der Rohe and so on, and then on into [Alvar] Aalto and some of the 

American designers, [Eero] Saarinen, and other American designers, Charles 

Eames, were only being collected by the Museum of Modern Art and very 

rarely by other museums. And the industrial objects that were presented by 

the Museum of Modern Art were rarely presented in other museums. So that 

there was not as great an emphasis on contemporary decorative arts as there 

was on contemporary painting and somewhat less on contemporary sculpture. 

So, I think all of those things—you're right—there has been during the last 

fifty years, with a greater popularity in the museum, the. greater emphasis on 

painting. And that, of course, brings up the question of whether we would 

have been better off—and we discussed last week or the week before—

whether we would have been better off buying a few more paintings for the 



museum than buying the Indian collection, the Islamic collection, and so on. I 

feel that, looking back two hundred years from now, it would be more 

important to have assembled the broader collections in many fields, and 

especially in developing those great specialties that we could not have had 

otherwise, than in concentrating on what might have been much more 

popular at the moment. 

GOODWIN 

So do you think there will be a return to the display and collecting of 

decorative arts? 

DONAHUE 

Oh, yes; I think the decorative arts will very much, just as sculpture, old master 

sculpture is now coming more and more into its own. I think it's really a 

matter of the people, that broad mass of people who've been brought into the 

museums, developing the kind of tastes that was restricted to the aristocrats 

before. And as they develop that kind of taste, they will have the same love 

for beauty of the decorative arts as well as for the major arts in whatever time 

it appears, including the period from the renaissance through the nineteenth 

century, which is usually the emphasis of a decorative arts collection. 

GOODWIN 

Was there any opposition to the museum's acceptance of the Gilberts' mosaic 

collection on aesthetic grounds? 

DONAHUE 

Yes, among our curators there was a disagreement as to whether the mosaics 

in the Gilbert collection were works of art or works of craft, and there you go 

back to, of course, to that pre-William Morris kind of idea of the fine arts as 

something primarily of the spirit and not of the hand. However, the twentieth 

century has placed a much greater emphasis on craftsmanship and on the 

splendor of craftsmanship in its objects, not always in painting or sculpture, 

but in objects. And I think that in looking at that collection you have to look at 

it from the point of view of does it have validity as a technique; does it have 

validity as a demonstration of skill. And then what does the person do with 

that skill is the next question. Is that skill used to produce an adequate 



aesthetic effect, or does it just end up being skill as skill? And I think that's the 

question. Some of the mosaics are astonishing as skillful objects with 50,000 

little pieces of mosaic in a few square inches, and others, I think, have very 

positive aesthetic qualities, or some might very well combine them. So I think 

that, since this was what was done, whether our taste or whether we can 

justify them on theoretical grounds, if we want to have a whole history of 

man's art, certainly they deserve a place, to be in a public museum where they 

can be studied, in order to finally assess their validity as works of art. But of 

course it wasn't that kind of reasoning at all that swayed everybody; it was the 

fact that they were accompanied by that magnificent silver collection of the 

Gilberts, the [Paul] de Lamerie and Paul Storr and the two great Russian Gates, 

to which there is really hardly anything in the Soviet Union that can be 

compared, or anywhere else in the world, for Ukrainian craftsmanship. And in 

Kiev, itself, where they were made in the late eighteenth century, there are 

small works by the same artists, but nothing comparable to these. The smaller 

of the two gates, the silver-gilt gates, I think are among the most beautiful 

works of art in the eighteenth century. I think they could stand up in a 

collection of German or French collections that will be that kind of unusual 

section of the museum that will give it an international reputation. And the 

mosaic collection is the only collection of its type other than in the Hermitage, 

so that people will have to come and study the collection here if they're 

interested in studying mosaics at all. I think that's the thing that's going to 

require the test of time. But these have been completely neglected pieces. In 

fact, the whole history of mosaics from the renaissance on, or from the late 

middle ages on— The late mosaics in San Marco are the last things that are 

ever studied in the history of art classes. Yet there is a tremendous amount of 

mosaic work being done in Italy. In the beginning of the fifteenth century 

there were Florentine mosaicists who went to Venice to collaborate with the 

artists of the fifteenth century, like [Andrea] Castagno on the later mosaics in 

San Marco. Titian designed mosaic; he was trained actually by a mosaicist and 

designed mosaics for San Marco. There were mosaics in the Vatican, and of 

course in the seventeenth and eighteenth century, a very large part of St. 

Peter's was covered with mosaics, as well as some of the great palaces in the 

Roman area. The pietre dure, which is certainly related to mosaics—and a 

number of objects in those large hard stones, some of them precious stones, 

are in the Gilbert collection—became a kind of Florentine speciality and 



spread over a large part of the aristocratic world of Europe, and the imperial 

world of Europe, in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. [telephone 

rings; tape recorder off] 

GOODWIN 

Let's discuss one other collection before moving on to exhibitions, the Phil 

Berg collection, which I understand is being given in increments to the 

museum. 

DONAHUE 

Yes. Of course, Phil Berg is a very special problem in himself. [laughter] He's a 

collector's item in himself, a man who's been extremely difficult to work with. 

GOODWIN 

Why? 

DONAHUE 

Because he has very strong opinions and a very strong temper, a very 

explosive temper. His collection, I feel, is worth acceptance by the museum 

because it fills in some gaps in the museum collection that we might not be 

able to fill in otherwise. He has, for example, an early Sumerian figure, and we 

just have none, and there hasn't been any one on the market for a 

considerable time. Years ago there was a shop in New York that had a whole 

shelf of them, I remember, but in recent days they are very scarce. There's a 

little piece from Taranto that's a splendid little gold piece—gilded terra cotta. 

You know, it's not a collection that specializes in one area, but it covers the 

whole world, mostly archaeological objects. And since they are objects that 

Phil has acquired over a period of, I guess, forty or fifty years, they are objects 

which are sometimes unique; or, let's say, if not unique, some of the objects 

are very difficult to replace. For example, where do you find a Celtic head? 

There's a Celtic head among them. There are those rarities that, I think, make 

it worthy of adding, since it will be a collection that will supplement the 

museum collection. There's a Roman mosaic pavement that will supplement 

the museum collection. So in itself it is not a complete collection, but it has 

enough unusual objects that will add significantly to the museum's collection 

that I feel it is important for us to acquire [it]. 



GOODWIN 

I'm surprised that when the collection was shown as an exhibition and a 

catalog was published, that Berg was the author of the publication. 

DONAHUE 

Yes, well, I believe that catalog is even going to be republished, because he 

wasn't entirely happy with it? it is going to be republished a little bit more to 

his liking. 

GOODWIN 

He was on the board briefly. 

DONAHUE 

Yes. At one of the board meetings he exploded, as he often did, and said, "If 

that isn't done the way I want it done—if the museum doesn't want to do this 

the way I want it done, I'll resign." And his resignation was accepted. So that 

was the end of his very short term on the board. But every meeting that he 

attended was a meeting that was fraught with anger, rancor, harsh words? 

because he is a very difficult and very frustrating man. The collection now 

belongs, more than half, to the museum, because his wife's half—his wife died 

about a year or two years ago, and her half came to the museum, and a small 

fraction of the rest of the collection comes to the museum every year. 

GOODWIN 

I see. Will there be space to exhibit a large collection? 

DONAHUE 

Yes, when the new building is built there'll be space, especially to integrate it 

with the rest of the collection. 

1.11. TAPE NUMBER: VI, Side One (May 21, 1980) 

GOODWIN 

We're going to discuss some of the museum's very many notable changing 

exhibitions. 

DONAHUE 



I mentioned before that each president of the board makes his specific 

contribution to the museum through his special interests, because the director 

who's sensitive to those interests will usually decide that during this four years 

we will try to develop that particular area of the museum. Sidney Brody 

became president in 1966, about the same time I became director, and 

Sidney's great interest is in exhibitions. That doesn't mean he's not interested 

in other aspects of the museum, but his overwhelming interest is in 

exhibitions. And so building on a problem of exhibitions which had 

considerable distinction already in Exposition Park, we were able to establish a 

pattern of this museum having the same kind of exhibitions that were shown 

in New York and Chicago and Boston and Washington—maybe even better 

than Washington at that time {Washington has come considerably in this past 

fifteen years). But the exhibitions were comparable to those of the major 

exhibitions in the country. Now sometimes they were the same exhibitions 

that we shared with the major institutions. But the board was willing to 

provide the money so that the directors of the Metropolitan and Chicago Art 

Institute and the Museum of Modern Art would know that this was one 

institution outside the East that could afford to take some of the major shows. 

And many of the shows originated at our museum and many of them were 

then sent on to eastern museums. So within the first five years of the museum 

operation where it is now—let's say the four years of Sidney's presidency—we 

did establish this museum as being the site of one of the major exhibition 

programs in the country. There was another reason for that too: when Rick 

Brown left, as you know, the museum did not have the best national or 

international reputation, and we felt that one of the ways of correcting this, 

and correcting some of the misconceptions of the museum, was to have a 

noticeable exhibition program. With acquisitions, it would have taken— If the 

same amount of money had gone into acquisitions, it would have taken 

decades to accomplish what could be accomplished in four years with 

exhibitions, because of the amount of publicity the exhibitions get, the 

catalogs that are published and circulated through the country and, to some 

extent, in the rest of the world as well, and the public interest that can be 

generated in exhibitions. So it seemed, both from the point of view of 

museum politics and as well from the point of view of how do you develop a 

new museum that doesn't have a reputation and doesn't have a great 



membership at that time either, it seemed the best direction to take. And with 

Sidney's special interest in exhibitions we were on our way. 

GOODWIN 

It was clearly the thrust of the museum's activities in the first several years. 

DONAHUE 

Right. And that of course also coincided with the interest of the board in 

acquiring the Norton Simon collection, rather than building an independent 

collection. 

GOODWIN 

Before you look at the list of, I think, over a hundred exhibitions during the 

period 1965 to '75, what are some of the exhibitions that stand out in your 

mind as being truly memorable? 

DONAHUE 

Well, the first one that was presented here only is the medieval exhibition 

["The Middle Ages: Treasures from The Cloisters and The Metropolitan 

Museum of Art"]. Now there had been some quite memorable exhibitions 

before that time, from Iran ["7,000 Years of Iranian Art"], from Turkey ["Art 

Treasures of Turkey"], Afghanistan ["Ancient Art from Afghanistan"]; those 

were exhibitions organized by the Smithsonian or some other institution for 

circulation through this country, and went from five to nine museums. But one 

of the first [exhibitions] that was organized here with a special idea of bringing 

to this community something it didn't have in any other way was the medieval 

show. And that was done with the cooperation of Tom Hoving and then with 

the rest of the staff. But it was Tom Hoving who is the hero of that exhibition; 

he's the one who agreed to it and pushed it through the Met, and we did have 

the very enthusiastic cooperation of the staff—his staff. That's the show which 

was called, I believe, "Medieval Treasures from the Cloisters and the 

Metropolitan." It was just a phenomenal show because they were willing to 

send things like the Antioch Chalice and so many other of the major 

monuments of the Cloisters and the Metropolitan Museum downtown. 

GOODWIN 

Actually the catalog became an important publication for the Metropolitan. 



GOODWIN 

Correct. And unfortunately it was sold out very quickly. That was one of the 

first shows in which we tried to bring into the museum a segment of the 

population that we felt might not have come otherwise. So we had a special 

evening for the clergy of all denominations, and we asked the clergy, in 

advance actually, if they would be willing to put posters in the churches and in 

the Sunday schools and in any other place of religious meetings, and if they'd 

be willing to even announce it from the pulpit. And in many cases this was 

done, and we got the kind of attendance of religious groups that we probably 

never have had since then. But the point is that it brought a lot of new people 

into the museum, and there's always a percentage who will come back. 246 

And I'm happy to say that this was not only a Christian success, but a Jewish 

success as well, because I think that we got the kind of publicity from Rabbi 

[Edgar F.] Magnin and several other rabbis that was just as enthusiastic as we 

got from any Christian prelates, and also mention of it in the temples in the 

community. So we had a wonderful attendance of people who had an interest 

in religious art as well as the general attendance. 

GOODWIN 

I remember the exhibition, too, also had a very— Well, I remember it in this 

way: as a very dramatic installation where there was a great deal of darkness 

within the galleries and lots of spots— 

DONAHUE 

Yes. I remember what our plan was; it was that as you came into the building, 

you would enter the early Christian section, with the Antioch Chalice and an 

apse, a gold apse at the very end of the vista. You entered and then to the 

right was a romanesque church, and to the left was a Gothic church. [laughter] 

Or at least a stage-set Gothic church and a stage-set romanesque church. 

GOODWIN 

But the idea was to simulate an entire building and its period. 

DONAHUE 

Right. And also that there'd be a logical sequence of early Christian—

Byzantine and then romanesque and then Gothic. 



GOODWIN 

What are some of the other exhibitions that stand out? 

DONAHUE 

One of the exhibitions that was just a rip-roaring success, an exhibition that as 

a print show we thought would not be one of the major exhibitions, and that 

was the Picasso prints ["Picasso: Sixty Years of Graphic Work"]. It was the most 

crowded exhibition we've ever had. Three hundred sixty-five, or something 

like that, prints by Picasso, covering his work from the very earliest of his 

prints through the linocuts that had just been published a short time before 

that. And we've rarely, at the museum, had such an enthusiastic audience, 

except for the first exhibition of van Gogh ["Vincent van Gogh Paintings and 

Drawings"] in the new building. Of course that was our first blockbuster show. 

So that within the first several years we had initiated two things, and that is 

exhibitions aimed at specific segments of the population, and the fact that we 

would participate in blockbuster shows. 

GOODWIN 

What are your feelings about doing a blockbuster show? 

DONAHUE 

I think it's very—I think it's important for us to do. I know that some of our 

curators are very much opposed to blockbusters, because they feel that it only 

brings in people for sensationalist purposes; that it doesn't really contribute, 

in the long run, to the number of people who find something interesting and 

therefore return to the museum; that it disrupts the institution— There are a 

number of reasons they are against it. But I still feel that, first of all, if it's an 

exhibition that has objects that are worth showing— Now there might be 

some blockbusters, in fact we've turned down a couple of blockbusters 

because we didn't feel that the content was good enough. Yes, and it's true; it 

was very successful wherever it showed. But we just didn't feel the quality of 

the objects were high enough, and so we turned them down. One thinks most 

of all of King Tut ["Treasures of Tutankhamun"], and there I feel that the 

quality of the objects was as high as one can get in an Egyptian show. There 

might be more major sculptures in another Egyptian show. In fact we had 

planned an earlier show that didn't materialize because the Egyptian 



government did not approve it at the very last moment; it was to have come 

over for the Metropolitan and Boston's hundredth anniversaries and then 

come on to Los Angeles. But at that last moment, after the cases were all built 

and everything, that show was stopped. Well now, that may have been a 

greater show from the point of view of history of art because it included many 

major sculptures. Yet the quality of the Tut objects was as high as the— It was 

primarily a decorative art show, and the quality was as high as decorative arts 

probably ever reached in Egypt, and therefore I think it was an absolutely valid 

thing for us to do, even though it did disrupt the museum for many, many 

months. I still believe that if it brought in all those hundreds of thousands of 

people who had never been to the museum before, as well as the many who 

had, that a percentage of those people are going to come back and are going 

to find that their life can be enriched by the museum. So whether that's naive 

or true, I'm in favor of having worthwhile blockbusters in order also to 

encourage people to come in. And second, I think it really is the function of 

the major museum to be in the showplace for a major show of objects that 

could probably not be organized on an independent basis, but only as a part of 

a circulating show. So if there were a great Greek show, let's say, that would 

cause the same kind of sensation—if anything can cause the same kind of 

sensation [laughter]—I think that it should be here rather than at the natural 

history museum or the Museum of Science and Industry or wherever else it 

could be in Los Angeles, or some big exhibition hall. I think it's our place to do 

it even though it's a great success. [laughter] That should not keep us from 

doing it. 

GOODWIN 

What are some of the other exhibitions we should mention? 

DONAHUE 

Well, of course, we shouldn't pass over the many shows that Maurice 

Tuchman was doing in those days; he had many more larger shows than he's 

done recently. Like the "[American] Sculpture of the Sixties, " that was a real 

blockbuster in its way; it was a real eye-opener show. 

GOODWIN 

I agree. 



DONAHUE 

Because he brought a really splendid cross section of what had been going on 

in the sixties and by having the artists who, the greatest number of them, have 

since remained to be the greatest sculptors of that period. 

GOODWIN 

I think it was an extraordinary exhibition. I also enjoyed a show that was not 

organized by the County Museum, but again in the modern field, the "Dada, 

Surrealism, and Their Heritage." 

DONAHUE 

Yes, organized by the Museum of Modern Art; and there again, it's that kind of 

show that we probably could not have organized by ourselves. And I think it 

was of great importance that it be— Well, that was not a blockbuster in terms 

of attendance, but certainly a major show for us to have done, I quite agree. 

Also a show that attracted a rather specialized attendance, that I feel was 

again one of the extraordinary things that's happened during this past fifteen 

years, and that was the "Master Bronzes [from] the Classical World" organized 

by the Fogg [Art Museum]. And there again there was a selection of bronzes 

that I don't think has ever been equaled in Los Angeles and may not be for 

many, many years. Another print show that was of great distinction was the 

Edvard Munch prints show ["Edvard Munch: Lithographs, Etchings, 

Woodcuts"] that we were able to get through Frank Perls, who was a very 

good friend of the museum and was able to— [Heinz] Berggruen had collected 

for many, many years Munch prints until he had a quite comprehensive 

collection of splendid impressions of Munch's work. And that, like the Picasso 

show, even though it didn't attract as great an attendance, was I think, for the 

people interested in prints, one of the monuments of this period in the activity 

of the museum. Sometimes there are sleepers that are great shows, too, like 

the Mies van der Rohe show ["Mies van der Rohe"]. It was upstairs in the 

Hammer building, and things that are upstairs in that building—when we had 

independent exhibitions up there before it became that place for 

contemporary art—somehow were neglected. The "Mies van der Rohe" was 

one of those shows I thought was an absolutely great exhibition. The panels 

had to be cut down just a little bit because of the height of the hall, and so it 

wasn't quite as impressive as it was in Chicago. But it was a great exhibition 



that just didn't get the following it should have. Of course that brings us to 

"The Cubist Epoch. " And I thought of that because that exhibition began on 

the lower floor and continued on the upper floor, and there was much less 

attendance on the upper floor than the lower. So from that time on we began 

restricting shows to the lower floor only, because we felt that that may be the 

attention span of someone coming to see a show. Next to the medieval show-

—paralleling the medieval show, being one of the next in time—I would say 

that was the next great blockbuster we had during that period. 

GOODWIN 

It was co-organized with the Met. 

DONAHUE 

Yes. Well, actually that was a show that we organized and the Met took from 

us. 

GOODWIN 

Oh! 

DONAHUE 

It was in the catalog as [being] cosponsored, but that's what we do all the 

time. If the Met organized a show and we took it, we cosponsor a show. But 

that was the first show in the history of the Los Angeles County Museum that 

was ever organized here and then taken by the Metropolitan. So in a sense 

that was our return to the Met for the medieval show that they had organized 

and sent out here. And that was, as you remember, organized by Douglas 

Cooper, really quite an extraordinary man; who knew Picasso very well, who 

knew [Georges] Braque and [Fernand] Léger and Juan Gris and the rest of the 

artists who were in the exhibition; who was also a collector and had a very 

distinguished collection of his own of the works of just these artists. In fact, 

Picasso did a mural for him in his house in the south of France, and so he was 

very close to this whole group of artists and was therefore able to assemble a 

collection of cubist painting that would be very difficult for any other 

institution than the Museum of Modern Art to assemble. And so we were very 

proud of that exhibition. It started out actually with Taft Schreiber's 

suggestion of our having a Braque show, and there had not been a Braque 



show for a long time, if ever. I think the Museum of Modern Art had one 

sometime earlier, but I'm not quite sure. Certainly there'd been no Braque 

show in Los Angeles, and so we talked with Douglas. In fact, I think we asked 

him to come over and discuss the possibility of a Braque show. Up at Taft's 

house one evening, the evening he arrived and we had dinner, he was 

adamant that you just can't do a Braque show, but that you could do 

something that needed doing, and that is a show of the whole history, of the 

whole development of cubism. The show, as I said, it took two floors and it 

was a very inclusive show and, for the first time, brought to Los Angeles some 

of the Russian cubists, for example, as well as some of the— Well, there was a 

good selection of Italian futurists and their cubist extraction, the cubist 

influences on them. Wherever cubism was found, it was there, and of course 

with some really great works showing the development of cubism in France, 

mostly Braque and Picasso. 

GOODWIN 

It's interesting that earlier you mentioned that, as a student, you had seen the 

first cubists and the abstract art exhibition that was organized by the Museum 

of Modern Art. Cubism, of course, assumed greater importance, and museums 

throughout America have grown— 

DONAHUE 

Well, it was, of course— 

GOODWIN 

—to accommodate that kind of show. 

DONAHUE 

This was, if anything, a larger show than the Museum of Modern Art show but 

more restricted in time, because it began only with the origins of cubism in the 

first decade of the century and then went through the end of the second 

decade. Maybe a few things—yes, a few things into the twenties, the 1920s, 

but it was just cubism; it didn't go into the abstract development as the other 

show had done. And I think it probably still is the most comprehensive show of 

cubism that's ever been presented in this country. 

GOODWIN 



I think one of the most thrilling exhibitions was the exhibition of old master 

drawings from North American collections, "Old Master Drawings from 

American Collections." 

DONAHUE 

That again was one of those shows, like the Munch show for print collectors, 

that was for drawing collectors. And it was a show that astonished people for 

the quality of the objects that could be borrowed. There they were borrowed 

from collect ions, like the Met, the [Pierpont] Morgan Library, and other 

collections, both public and private, that don't always lend, that don't lend 

very easily, and there they were! And Miss [Ebria] Feinblatt, I think, used all 

the brownie points she had accumulated in her entire professional career to 

get the loans for that exhibition. It was a very personal show on her part, 

because she chose the things which she felt were the greatest and most 

representative—and I think we do have to use both those words, because she 

did try to cover the history of European drawing from the early renaissance, 

even a few late medieval drawings, up to the nineteenth century. So it was 

representative, but at the same time with the works which in her mind stood 

out as extraordinary examples. And I remember people like the collector Janos 

Scholz just being absolutely astounded at the quality and range of that 

exhibition. There were some really very beautiful shows; just pure delights for 

their aesthetic quality, like the Japanese ceramic exhibition ["Ceramic Art of 

Japan"], or the African textile show ["African Textiles and Decorative Arts"] 

and some of the other textile shows. Of course one of the exhibitions during 

that same period that was so important in the history of the museum was of 

the Nasli and Alice Heeramaneck collection, that was organized by Boston and 

circulated. Franklin Murphy was the successor to Sidney Brody, and Franklin 

was certainly interested in our continuing the program of major exhibitions, 

but Franklin was interested in collecting. His presidency coincided with our 

split with Norton Simon, so that we did, under Franklin's directorship, begin to 

place an almost equal emphasis on collecting as we had placed earlier on just 

the exhibition program, but without any really major diminution in the 

exhibition program, because during the next years under Franklin's 

administration and Franklin's presidency and Dick Sherwood's presidency, we 

had shows like the great series of shows from the Soviet Union, of which, for 

me, the greatest of all was the Scythian gold show. And, you know, I saw that 



show in a number of places, and each time, it was presented in a different 

way. At the Metropolitan, it was presented in a series of corridors. There were 

long, thin galleries developed, one following the other, so that the traffic 

moved in two paths along the sides of the galleries, with wall cases and a few 

interruptions of floor cases. Then, our exhibition, in which, as somebody said, 

we constructed a whole series of apartment houses in the museum, in which 

there was a very complex structure, with only one traffic pattern. And I think 

that was a great virtue: that there was a single traffic [pattern]; except that 

people had the feeling that they were moving on their own volition through 

the galleries, and it was so organized that there was a plastic horse at the end 

with all of the horse trappings on it that sort of kept attracting people 

forward. Things were placed in a way that it would keep people moving to the 

next object, or the next series of objects, because of some spectacular piece 

that was featured. But this was all done in a way that the public didn't feel 

that it was being pushed at all; they just felt they were moving in a very 

leisurely pace and at their own pace. And that was, again, a dark exhibition, 

with just the highlights on the gold, and I think that for me that was really the 

most successful of the presentations. And then I saw it again in Paris where, I 

don't understand why, but it was in the Grand Palais, or the Petit Palais, I've 

forgotten, but, in any event, it was installed like a nineteenth-century 

archaeological show, with things piled in cases, and really using no modern 

techniques to induce people to see these as works of art. Then I saw it in 

Prague, and in Prague there was a beautiful installation. And if you just had it 

in its class on installation, as a sample of what good installation is, of what a 

handsome installation is, I think it would have won a prize. But from a traffic 

point of view, it didn't work at all, because there were panels in the 

foreground, colored panels in the foreground, delicately colored panels, and 

between each of the panels was a recess with a case of objects in it, 

beautifully disposed objects, but really rather difficult to see, being that far 

away from the spectator. Even in the Paris exhibition, even though they were 

piled together, one could get his nose right up against the case and see things. 

But in our exhibition, one could really feel that he saw the object. And so I still 

remember the Prague installation as very beautiful, but completely impractical 

if there were many people going to see it. Then in the Hermitage, itself, where 

it's exhibited without a terribly good light and in cases that were designed 

some years ago, but you could see each of the objects fairly well as long as the 



light was right. But you had to be there at the right time of the day, on a sunny 

day, to see them as well, whereas here each thing was highlighted. For 

example: in the great necklace, probably Greek, a necklace made by a Greek 

craftsman for a Scythian patron—it was found in the southern part of the 

Soviet Union and is, I think, in Kiev today—in that necklace you could see 

every detail of every animal and every person, which it was just much more 

difficult to see in other installations. So I have to tout our own installation in 

that show. 

GOODWIN 

Are there some exhibitions that you feel didn't work, weren't as good as they 

should have been? 

DONAHUE 

Of course, the most controversial exhibition— when you ask that question, 

"What did the critics feel, if whether some of them didn't work?"—the most 

controversial exhibition we had was the "Art and Technology" ["A Report on 

the Art and Technology Program of the Los Angeles County Museum of Art 

1967-71"] show. There, I think it should be recorded that Maurice [Tuchman] 

had the idea for that show long before art and technology became popular in 

the east. It took him a considerable time to get the money for the show. Then 

there was the matter of the artists coming out and being chosen and being 

assigned to corporations, or being taken by corporations, spending their 

months and months here working on objects and finishing them for the 

corporations. And just at that time, the U. S. Information [Agency] office came 

by and asked if it were at all possible that that show could go to the American 

[United States] Pavilion in Kyoto [Japan]. The only way that was possible was 

by delaying the exhibition for a whole year at the museum. And by the time it 

went to [Kyoto] and came back here and was presented here, there had 

already been such a show, quite different but still close enough in concept, at 

the Museum of Modern Art and several other shows in the New York area, so 

that it wasn't the great pioneering exhibition that it would have been if it 

could have been presented quickly after Maurice had his idea, or even at the 

time that it opened in [Kyoto]. So I think one has to have to see that [in 

context] the controversy about that show and, first of all, whether it was a 

good show, and, second, whether it was that exciting an idea that the press 



talked about. I think one has to see it in context that it really was that exciting 

an idea when it was presented, but there were a number of delays, which 

were not Maurice's fault, that caused it to take the brunt of a considerable 

amount of criticism. 

GOODWIN 

I once asked him about the problem of timing in doing an exhibition, and at a 

cynical moment, he said that a great exhibition of contemporary art can 

usually symbolize the end of a movement, rather than its zenith. 

DONAHUE 

Well, he was there at the [onset], not just at the zenith, and you're right, I 

suppose, the zenith passed before the show was presented here. But it still 

was a show that caused more controversy than any other than Kienholz that 

we've ever had here. As I mentioned before, there were a lot of political 

overtones to that [the Kienholz show], whereas this was purely a matter of 

critical conflict, or artistic conflict; it was not a matter of politics entering in at 

all. 

GOODWIN 

Were there any other exhibitions that weren't as successful as they might 

have been? 

DONAHUE 

We had a run of unconscious obituary shows, [laughter] We had a [Alberto] 

Giacometti show that was organized at the Museum of Modern Art, and while 

the show was here, or just when it was about to open, I'm not sure, 

Giacometti died. We had a David Smith show which transformed very quickly 

into a David Smith memorial show because he died. And so we began to be 

almost frightened about having shows of one man. I think the next show 

coming up was Kienholz, who went on living and is still living, [laughter] so he 

broke the spell. 

GOODWIN 

I personally wasn't wild about the Bruce Nauman show. 

DONAHUE 



I think that was probably the show about which there was least enthusiasm of 

this whole period. 

GOODWIN 

I wonder if he deserved a one-man show. Whether it would have been 

sufficient just to give him an installation. 

DONAHUE 

Unhappily, some of the American shows— There was a great little show called 

"American Watercolors, " or "Nine American Watercolors, " something like 

that ["Eight American Masters of Watercolor"], beginning with Winslow 

Homer and coming up through, I think, Charles Burchfield. And that was really 

one of the most delightful shows we ever had at the museum—a small show, 

but a splendid one. On the other hand, the large exhibition of American 

paintings from the Metropolitan Museum was pretty dismal. We had another 

show, "American Narrative Painting, " which wasn't as exciting as it might 

have been, but not quite as bad as the "American Paintings from the 

Metropolitan [Museum of Art]." I just don't understand: so many paintings 

needed cleaning and were not among the greatest of the paintings at the 

Metropolitan. So, yes, that's one of the shows that was a disappointment. On 

the other hand, that little watercolor show certainly made up for it. 

GOODWIN 

Well, you raised the question of some of the exhibitions shown in connection 

with the Bicentennial. I'm thinking of—well, of several shows, but "The World 

of Franklin and Jefferson" was not really an art exhibition. 

DONAHUE 

No. That was the only show, I think, that we have to question whether that 

show really belonged in our museum. It was essentially a historical exhibition, 

and I think it belonged there for one reason, and that is that it was a work of 

art of the Eameses, of Charles and Ray Eames. And from my point of view, we 

were not presenting just Franklin and Jefferson, but we were very much 

presenting the art of Charles and Ray Eames. [telephone rings; tape recorder 

off} It was typical of the type of exhibitions that Eames had been doing, that 

the two Eameses had been doing for some years for IBM and for other 



sponsors. And so I thought that the very fact that we had never had an Eames 

show at the museum, that Charles Eames had not been very positive towards 

the museum—had been very negative towards the museum, in fact, for a 

reason I don't know, for a number of years—that we really should do 

something to bring him closer and to bring an example of his work to the 

people of Los Angeles. And so it was on that basis that I felt we would be 

justified in showing it. And it actually did work well because from that time on, 

Charles was a very good friend of the museum. [laughter] And if he'd only 

been that good a friend some years ago, we probably would have had a major 

show along the line, and maybe one of these days, I think Ray is still very 

positive towards us, so that we may still have a major show at the museum of 

his work. There was a quite comprehensive show at UCLA, but there's still a 

major show to be done. 

GOODWIN 

Well, there's another exhibition I want to discuss—I don't think there's time 

for it—that is, the exhibition of women artists ["Women Artists: 1550-1950"]. 

DONAHUE 

Well, I mentioned when we were talking about the medieval show that that 

was the first of a number of shows that were directed at special segments of 

the population. As the County Museum, I felt very strongly that we should try 

to bring in as many people with as many varied interests as possible, and that 

if we appealed to their very special interests, we would get them in. So we had 

a Chicano show; the earliest of the black shows was the Tishman exhibition of 

African art ["Sculpture of Black Africa: The Paul Tishman Collection"]. 
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GOODWIN 

Continuing our discussion of exhibitions at the County Museum. 

DONAHUE 

We studied those shows very carefully and profited by the—I started to say 

the errors; maybe we should just say by the experience of the other 

institutions. Even when we had the black show, the black African show— [tape 



recorder off] The members of the black community said that they were rather 

happy that we'd had that [show], but what they really wanted was a black 

American show. And for that reason we never gave up the idea of having one, 

but postponed it until we felt we could have a very successful exhibition ["Two 

Centuries of Black American Art"]. We did, I believe, escape the pitfalls of the 

other museums and had an exhibition which is still the standard survey of 

black American painting. 

GOODWIN 

Do you have any reservations about either the quality or the nature of that 

kind of exhibition? 

DONAHUE 

Well, I think that it's important to do, both from a historical point of view and 

from a sociological point of view. But I think what it did show was, first of all, 

that there really is no black American art, that the black artists from time to 

time were more conscious of their own environment, more conscious of their 

own social problems, and projected those in the works of art. That's 

something relatively recent. But basically, the black artist has followed the 

mainstream of Western art in the same way that the black man really does not 

think of himself as an African who is in America, with a separate culture of 

African origin, not nearly as much as, let's say, an Italian does, or some other 

European nationals. But he thinks of himself as basically American, and that's 

what his painting reflects. Second, the black artists have not been the leaders 

in the field of the visual arts as they have been in some types of music, and 

consequently, it is a kind of provincialization—it is a kind of work of followers 

rather than the work of leaders. 

GOODWIN 

What are the problems that a museum like the County Museum, in trying to 

relate to a large ethnic minority like the black community— 

DONAHUE 

The problem is really acquainting the people of that ethnic group, whether it's 

black or Mexican-American, whatever, that the museum belongs to them as 

much as it belongs to anyone else; that it's a museum for all the people of this 



community whatever their ethnic origin might be. And that as members of 

whatever ethnic background they still belong to a culture which is essentially 

the culture descended from ancient Greece and Rome, through the 

renaissance, through the French eighteenth century and the English 

renaissance and postrenaissance, into our own time. And that there is a 

tremendous amount of their acquired heritage, if not of their racial heritage, 

there; things which, as certainly in the case of the blacks, in the long run, are 

probably more important for them as members of, as part of a racially-fused 

America, than their own ancestral works are, except for the purposes of their 

own recognition of their dignity and having a heritage. One of the requests of 

the black committees has always been that we want our heritage as shown in 

the works of African art represented on the same floor and in galleries that 

are close to the classical galleries, because we want to show that our heritage 

has a dignity the same as the Anglo heritage has. 

GOODWIN 

Is it a problem, though, that there are not more blacks, a steady flow of black 

visitors, coming to a museum like the County Museum? 

DONAHUE 

A problem in what way? 

GOODWIN 

Well, I haven't personally resolved this question. I think, ideally, officials 

running the County Museum would like to have the facility used by as wide a 

part of the public as possible. 

DONAHUE 

Absolutely. 

GOODWIN 

But, on the other hand, it seems that art museums —and especially the better 

ones—are there for people who want to use them. 

DONAHUE 

Yes, well, that's the point of view of Sherman Lee, the director of the 

Cleveland Museum [of Art]; that his job, he says, is to provide a fine art 



museum. And the people who have a need for the art museum or take a joy in 

the art museum have already some association with it, or those who have 

enough intellectual curiosity to seek it out and find if there's something there 

for them, that those are the people that he's working for. And he's not just 

trying to proselytize and bring in the whole world to show them what great 

things we have in an art museum. I think, in Los Angeles, certainly during my 

term of office, we had a different point of view, and that is a proselytizing 

point of view. We felt that the reason—Well, let's go back. So many of the 

problems that we face today in this community and in every community 

across the country is the result of progressive democratization. It's a process 

that's been going on for hundreds of years, but there are periods that are 

more, let's say, in which the process works more rapidly than it does in other 

periods. And in periods of rapid democratization, there is very frequently a 

loss of standards, or diminution of standards, diminution of quality, in order to 

spread to a larger area. Now, the more quickly that the less-privileged people 

can be brought up to the same quality level—level of education, the level of 

cultural experience—that the old majority class had, the quicker that the 

whole of society can move on to new levels. And I remember, for example, 

one day standing with my old professor, Walter Friedlaender, looking over the 

walls of the university in Rome, and he was saying, "Look at all those people 

coming here I What can they do with all those people?" He said, "I remember 

the first time I came here, some sixty years ago"—he was then in his 

eighties—"about sixty years ago, and I stood in this same spot with my old 

professor and he was saying that he remembered when there were only a 

handful of students here, and every one of them was a cultivated gentleman. 

And now look at all this mixture of people, all this kind of riffraff coming in the 

halls of the university." Well, it's the same story. But our point of view is just 

the reverse of Professor Friedlaender's amazement; that is, the sooner we get 

the underprivileged people in, the sooner we can raise their standards, the 

sooner we can all enjoy the standards that only a few aristocrats had earlier. 

And so we've very self-consciously tried to bring in not only the 

underprivileged from the black and Mexican-American communities, but 

we've tried to design programs of exhibitions and lectures and concerts and 

whatever else that would reach the underprivileged Anglos as well as the 

underprivileged of minority groups. So we were very much aware of 



underprivileged people and felt that it was a positive thing to bring them in 

and hoped that they would come back. 

GOODWIN 

Well, as I grow a little older and have more educational experiences, I've 

discovered how extraordinarily difficult it is to change human behavior, 

[laughter] 

DONAHUE 

It certainly is. 

GOODWIN 

And I really don't know how one goes about teaching people to enjoy art in a 

very short period of time. It seems to me that an isolated or occasional visit to 

an art museum unfortunately will not result in a very deep or lasting 

experience. 

DONAHUE 

Well, I think we have to— It's like I had another professor who used to say 

that, "If in each year, I have one student who really takes away the messages 

that I'm giving, then I feel I've had a successful life." And I suppose we have to 

think the same way, that if out of thousands of visitors who have never been 

to the museum before, we are able to capture just two or three or four or 

maybe even one, and especially from areas that have not had this kind of 

experience before, then I think we may be doing as good a job as we can. The 

whole of democratization, of mass acculturation, is a very difficult and long-

time matter. 

GOODWIN 

Well, it seems to me that it's possible to consider that much of the liberal 

rhetoric about broadening and widening the audience for institutions like art 

museums is superficial and almost meaningless. And perhaps some museum 

resources are wasted on diluting the quality of the museum-visiting 

experience. 

DONAHUE 



Yeah. That's exactly again Sherman Lee's point of view: that we should put all 

the energy that we put into trying to bring people into the museum, into the 

quality, and at least the people who can find their own way to the museum 

will have a richer life. I think that we should try to balance out those two 

points of view. And we certainly have done a number of exhibitions that are of 

special interest to collectors, special interest to the initiates. I think of 

something like, let's say, the Max Bill show. I don't think that that could 

possibly have a broad community interest, especially to people who've never 

been in a museum before, and yet it was a show which brought great delight 

to the collectors, many of whom knew Max Bill only from visits to Europe or 

visits to the larger museums in the East. And there are many, many, many 

shows that we've had. Some of our Oriental shows, for example, that had a 

very low attendance, and yet there are visitors of non-Oriental origin who feel 

that that's the greatest thing that we've done during the past decades. 

GOODWIN 

Well, is it possible to try and measure the effect of, say, the exhibition of black 

American art? Can we say that today, as a result of that show, we have this, 

which we didn't have before? 

DONAHUE 

I suppose it would be possible. We've never done it? we never tried to do it. 

But sociology has developed so many methods of analyzing material now that 

I suppose it would be possible to do a survey of black people who come into 

the museum and ask them how they happened to start coming in. And I'm 

relatively sure that we would find a percentage—what that percentage is, I 

don't I know, whether it's small or large—of people who started coming when 

they first heard about the museum through one of those black shows, either 

African or black American. 

GOODWIN 

Well, I'm not trying— 

DONAHUE 

Or the repeated small African shows that we have continuously. 

GOODWIN 



Well, I don't have the intention of trying to blame anybody for a situation. 

DONAHUE 

No, I know; I understand that. 

GOODWIN 

But my feeling is that— 

DONAHUE 

This may be an illusion. [laughs] 

GOODWIN 

Perhaps, perhaps. But the County Museum, which I think tends to have a 

much more liberal policy than many other museums, especially the privately 

supported museums, still the County Museum remains, essentially, a white, 

upper-class institution. And I think that the best way to perceive that is to look 

at the museum on the inside, and it appears to me to be a very highly 

stratified kind of society, with the blacks at the bottom of the— 

DONAHUE 

You mean, on the staff. 

GOODWIN 

—the staff: the guards, the custodians, and so on. And then the staff tends to 

be white and the trustees, at the top stratum, tend to be the richest, the most 

influential, the leaders of the society at large. 

DONAHUE 

Well, I think one of the very good reasons for that is the fact that black people, 

after all, have only been coming up in society for a relatively few decades, and 

that there are very few black people who have— I think first of all we have to 

separate the two things, staff and board, because they are really two different 

matters. As far as the staff, we have really searched conscientiously to find 

black curators and find other black members of the staff. Some of the 

appointments of blacks have even been of people who were not quite as well-

qualified as Anglos who might have been available, and unfortunately, most of 

the time they didn't work out. One of the few professional positions that we 



had, let's say a position equal to a curatorial position, the head of education, 

we did have a black woman who was under such pressures from the black 

community, and trying to compete in a job for which she did not have the 

specific experience. She was trained in art education but not museum 

education. And the combination of those pressures forced her—not the 

museum staff; she was certainly well-accepted by staff and trustees. There 

was one trustee who gave her more money than anybody in that job has ever 

had in order to be sure that she could accomplish what she wanted to do. And 

yet she finally resigned because of the pressures. So that's one aspect of the 

matter of finding— We just can't find— [laughter] You know, it's like one day I 

said to Sid Slade, who was head of the guards, who had ninety-nine percent of 

his guards were black. And I said, "Sid, I think that you are a racist in reverse." 

And he said, "Well, I'll tell you, Mr. Donahue, " he said, "I've tried to find good 

white men, but I just couldn't find them." [laughter] So this is the old story. 

We have tried, but I can say honestly that we really have tried. 

GOODWIN 

Well, obviously, it appears that black people are not attracted to careers in art 

history or museum work. 

DONAHUE 

Yes. When I was on the board of the College Art Association, we had a 

meeting once with a group of representatives of administrators from black 

colleges, and colleges and universities that were early integrated institutions. 

This must have been fifteen years ago. And that question was one of the 

questions being discussed. And they all said the same thing: that their advisors 

consistently tell the black people not to go into history or art, not to go into 

art education, not to go into anything related to the visual arts, because there 

are no jobs for them. And they tried to—at that time, at least —they tried to 

direct the black people more into the crafts and more into the kind of— 

GOODWIN; Teaching. 

DONAHUE 

Yes, teaching and, in a sense, into peripheral jobs that were close to— When I 

say peripheral, I mean peripheral to the kind of jobs that black people had 

done, only on a little bit higher level. That's some time ago? it may not be true 



any longer. But there was no doubt, and they were in complete agreement, 

that it was the black counselors who divert people from going into history of 

art. We tried to convince them that there were jobs in museums if the black 

people would come to them, and they left saying that they had no intention of 

changing their recommendation because they didn't believe it. 

GOODWIN 

Well, today I think that there are other problems which complicate the 

situation? and that is, it appears to be so many fewer job openings in the art 

history world, museums or universities, and, on the other hand, many other 

opportunities for educated black people outside of— 

DONAHUE 

Right. Also I think there's another matter. When a new group, whether it's the 

Irish or the Greeks or whatever, when they are taking their place, let's say, 

becoming more completely integrated into this democratic society, they 

actually are more concerned with, I think, two kinds of jobs. One kind of job is 

the job on the government payroll, which gives them a kind of security that 

they have not traditionally had. And second, a job in which they can make a 

lot of money. And a museum job [laughter] generally doesn't fall into either 

category; even though our museum happens to be a county museum, it 

doesn't have quite the security, or rather would not appear to the outside to 

have the same kind of security, as working down in the Hall of Administration 

would have. And certainly nobody ever says you can get wealthy working in a 

museum. So I think that the jobs that— Certainly law and medicine both are 

attracting a number, as well as teaching, which you mentioned. Teaching, 

since there've been black teachers longer than there've been black members 

of most other professions, that has become, to a certain extent, a traditional 

possibility for the black people. But, I think it's the other jobs, and business—

there are a lot of good business administration students now in the black 

community. But those, let's say, standard jobs in which you can advance 

socially and advance economically are the ones that are first attractive, and 

it's only after a few generations that people will begin to go into these other 

fields. 

GOODWIN 



But it also appears to me that the black staff members of the County Museum 

that are in the semiskilled areas don't have any particular interest in being at a 

museum. And it's not possible for them to move up. 

DONAHUE 

That's not true of all of them. For example, the preparators. We have a 

number of preparators. A man like Paul Martin, who is really one of the great 

preparators in the world, I think, a very dedicated man. And I feel if somebody 

offered him a position in the county doubling his salary, that may be going a 

little bit too far, but let's say with a tremendous increase in salary, I think he 

would prefer to stay at the museum because he's very dedicated to that 

institution and dedicated to the kind of work he's doing. And it's not only Paul, 

but there are a number of other people in the semiskilled—let's say semi-

professional almost—capacity that feel that way. 

GOODWIN 

But it's virtually impossible for anybody to go from, say, a preparator position 

to lower-level curatorial position. 

DONAHUE 

Well, we tried that. And it just didn't work because they don't really have fully 

the background for it. One of the guards, by the way, who was a docent for 

that special evening of the [Paul] Tishman show, went to UCLA and did get his 

background there, and he came back to the museum and he was a curatorial 

assistant for, I guess six months, nine months, and then got a job in New York 

and went off to that. So there was an example of somebody coming from a 

lower echelon in the museum and moving up in the professional, in the art 

historical area. Of course, in the business field, we have Jim Peoples, who is 

now head of operations. He was a guard who went to night school and got his 

master's degree—he's still working for his Ph. D. in business administration-—

and then he was appointed the next time there was an opening for head of 

operations. And we've had several good black people in our intern program. 

One of the problems is that, by and large, black people are in African studies, 

and in our museum we don't have a department of African art. So that it's very 

difficult to find a place for them if— There was one girl who worked with Rex 

Stead who is absolutely great, and if she had been a medievalist or something 



else, or, let's say, a renaissance specialist, or a modern specialist, we could 

have added her to the staff with great delight. 

GOODWIN 

What about the area of volunteers in the museum? The volunteer tends to be 

the nonworking woman-— 

DONAHUE 

Right. 

GOODWIN 

—who can afford to donate her time and energy. 

DONAHUE 

We have a few black women—there are practically no men anyway of any 

racial origin—but we have a few black women who are very devoted and who 

have been with the museum for a considerable time now. That all began with 

the Tishman show and a concerted effort to bring black people into the 

councils and at that time to bring them into the board of trustees. Now there 

are two black members of the board of trustees who've been there for four, 

five, seven years; they're both named Wilson. One [Robert Wilson] is an 

insurance broker, and the other [Charles Z. Wilson] is one of the vice-

chancellors at UCLA. Bob Wilson is very much interested in bringing more 

black people into the museum, bringing more black art into the museum; and 

within the black community, he has raised money to buy, for example, one 

sculpture for the sculpture garden. And he's now trying to get some money to 

get a historical black painting —a [Edward] Bannister—for the museum, that 

he can buy still at a price that's possible. And as the black people become 

more wealthy, they collect black American art, and consequently the prices of 

black art are going up [laughter] rather sharply. And he's interested in black 

people working in the councils and just visiting the museum in general. So he's 

doing a very good job of representing the black community and bringing more 

black people in. Now he happens to be a man of considerable income. I don't 

know whether it's inherited wealth or whether he's earned it, but a man of 

considerable income. So he represents, to a certain extent, the black upper 

class. But at the same time, he is very much interested in black people as a 



whole. He doesn't think in terms of an interest just in the black upper class, 

but he certainly does bring a lot of black people into the museum. 

GOODWIN 

Well, I remember the efforts around the exhibition of black American art to 

involve black people, as well as others, and it seemed to me that it was a very 

painful and almost artificial effort on the museum's part to reach out, because 

nobody really seemed to know where to reach. Also, some of the staff 

members seemed terribly frightened that they would make a mistake, that 

they would offend somebody. 

DONAHUE 

[laughs] Right. 

GOODWIN 

Or that they couldn't express their own personal ideas. It seems to me that 

this issue of outreach, and previously I was arguing almost against outreach, it 

seems to me that the museum doesn't have a mechanism or a system or a 

history of working with the outside world. I'm not sure the museum should 

devote a great deal of its energy and resources to that activity, but to me the 

museum seems to be an island in this society, and it really doesn't have the 

ability to interact with either students or teachers, administrators or non-

school groups of the public. It just doesn't have the manpower. 

DONAHUE 

That's true. And there isn't the kind of follow-up that one—that if this were a 

program, and we would say that the museum would concentrate for the next 

ten years on bringing more black people into the museum, then all the effort 

could go there. But what we've been doing is sort of fishing; we've been trying 

to bring black people in, let's say, in a kind of superficial way, trying to reach 

the black community, the Mexican-American community, the Japanese 

community, the Samoan community or Korean community, whatever there is 

that has— Or, let's say, the people in the [San Fernando] Valley, the Irish 

community in the Valley, or the hard-hat community— 

GOODWIN 



The Valley is as easily culturally isolated as any ethnic community in Los 

Angeles. 

DONAHUE 

That's absolutely true, and we have been conscious of that and have made 

some efforts in that direction, but we haven't had the staff to concentrate on 

one group. And we've also felt that with the staff we've had, we had to try to 

do that broad program: to let the schools know that we wanted everybody to 

come to the museum, to do a certain amount of advertising in each 

community of special events that were scheduled specifically for that 

community, so that some of the people in the community would find out and 

begin to come and, hopefully, would then bring in others from the same 

community. But you're quite right: to do this job properly we'd have to have a 

university staff. 

GOODWIN 

That's right. I think that a museum like the County Museum, as far as the 

function as a people's university as well as a scholar's university, that you can't 

do both well. 

DONAHUE 

Well, I don't think we've taken much away from the scholar's university point 

of view by what we've done to become a people's university, because we 

couldn't have done so much more in the other direction. We could have had 

some more lectures, some more symposia, maybe a few more publications 

even. Well, what we could have had probably were a few more purely 

scholarly shows. For example, there is practically no medieval art in the 

western part of the United States. And we had the one great medieval show 

from the Metropolitan; but it's quite true, instead of the black shows or the 

show of women's painting, we could have had several medieval shows, a great 

manuscript exhibition— 

GOODWIN 

Sounds great! [laughter] 

DONAHUE 



We might have had a stained glass exhibition, some sculpture— Well, in any 

event, over this past fifteen years we could have had maybe five medieval 

shows instead of five ethnically oriented, or, let's say, sociological shows. 

GOODWIN 

Well, I think it's— 

DONAHUE 

Which would have been fine for a very small group of people who would have 

profited by it; but I think that, by and large, more people profited, not only the 

minorities but among the majority, profited by the kind of shows we did have 

in this particular time in history. 

GOODWIN 

Well, I think it's a mistake on the part of some people to perceive, say, an 

exhibition of African art as an ethnic show. I think an exhibition of African art 

has as much for non-blacks as blacks, because it's great art. 

DONAHUE 

Right. Well, that was— Of course, every African show that we've had has had a 

much larger attendance of non-blacks than blacks, including the very large 

number of collectors of African art, who are mostly not black at all. 

GOODWIN 

As well as the dealers and the scholars— 

DONAHUE 

Right. 

GOODWIN 

They're almost universally white. 

DONAHUE 

And with the department at UCLA, there's a great number of former students 

who are not, necessarily, even majors in that department, but took a course or 

two, and have some knowledge and some enthusiasm for African art. 



GOODWIN 

I have the general feeling that the broad educational purpose of a museum 

like the County Museum is not either fully understood by all the staff 

members within that kind of museum or is not given the support that it 

deserves. I think there's a lot of talk on the part of good-intentioned people, 

like docents, about how good a job they do. But it seems to me that the one-

time visit to the County Museum in a child's elementary school years is—I 

don't want to say a superficial experience, but it's so isolated that it means 

very, very little. And if the museum really wanted and could affect great 

educational change in students' lives, then the museum would have to bring 

students monthly to the museum. 

DONAHUE 

[laughter] That would be wonderful. 

GOODWIN 

That would be a disaster. [laughter] 

DONAHUE 

But you know it's astonishing, the number of people who have later become 

members of the museum, and sometimes very solid supporters of the 

museum, who say that "My first visit here was as an elementary school 

student, and it was just such a great experience, and a whole new world 

opened up, that when I became an adult, it became part of my life. But it 

began with that one visit as an elementary student." So that one visit isn't lost 

on an awful lot of people. But you're right, that if we could bring people— Of 

course, the second thing is to have the talks really tailored for the special 

groups, to relate the works to their own experiences, especially if a docent 

starts talking about purely formal considerations or something like that. If, on 

the other hand, they could take the groups from different economic levels and 

different levels of experience and different kinds of backgrounds and, in each 

case, begin by trying to relate the works to their own culture, let's say—then 

again, the museum could do a much better job. But that's kind of Utopian. 

GOODWIN 



Right. Well, I've always been kind of troubled by the role of docents in the 

museum? that is, volunteers. I think that, ideally, there shouldn't be 

volunteers; there should be experts. 

DONAHUE 

Absolutely. I agree one hundred percent—if we could only afford it! 

GOODWIN 

Right, right. They're volunteers because they're affordable. And obviously 

some of them are very good, not enough of them, but some of them are 

comparable to very experienced lecturers. But I think the docents cast kind of 

a negative image on museums and art in the sense that the docents are 

almost all women. And it may suggest that art is for women—and, I think, 

older women as well—that it's not a really vital part of all of human 

experience. And therefore I've always kind of regretted the strength of the 

docent core at the County Museum. I think it's almost unmanageable, that the 

docents form their own kind of inner museum. And it's not possible to make 

them do what the staff would like them to do, and not merely what they think 

should be done. 

DONAHUE 

Yeah. That's the major problem in the education department. I suppose there 

are two: one is reaching the schools; but aside from that, within the museum, 

it's a matter of how do you transform a group of volunteers into a group of 

professionals. And it's one of these things that, I think, we have to live with 

until there's enough money to hire a professional group of docents. And, of 

course, one professional docent can do as much as a dozen volunteer docents. 

On the other hand, our docents comparably do an extremely good job, 

compared with docents through the country, so I think we are agreed on that. 

But it's quite right that if we had a small core of professional docents, that we 

probably could do a better job. The biggest problem, I think, of the docent, is 

finding out where the audience is, what the audience knows, what the 

audience experience level is, and therefore in which direction they should go. 

Sometimes you get a group that's as good as a group of graduate students, 

and then next there's a group of people who've hardly ever been in a museum 

before. And it's a tough job. But back in my own experience as a docent, those 



heckle sessions that we used to have at the Museum of Modern Art, that I 

talked about earlier, were my own means over a period of several years of 

finding out what did the average New York group, audience—not coming as a 

group, but kind of assembled— fifty people out of the gallery who gathered 

around for a gallery talk, what was their special kind of interest, what was 

their average level at that date. And so on the basis of that long experience, I 

felt that I could generally prepare for the kind of typical group. There were 

atypical groups as well. [laughter] But our docents just don't have the time—

they don't have the experience, even—to ask those questions, and to elicit the 

questions, to spend the time to elicit the questions from the audience, so that 

they eventually have a body of knowledge. It's really a matter of kind of hit 

and miss and seeing how long they can— If people leave, then they must be 

going in the wrong direction; [laughter] if they stay, they must be going in the 

right direction. But I suppose the most difficult point is just finding out what is 

it that the larger number of people want to know, and generally my 

experience is that they want to know what does the work of art mean? What 

did it mean—and that's a difficult term to interpret—but what did it mean to 

the people when it was done, and what does it mean to us today? "Why 

should I look at this painting? What does it mean to me?" They frequently 

come in with the idea that everything in a museum is supposed to be 

beautiful, and therefore, "What makes it beautiful, and why don't I see that 

it's beautiful, if I don't?" But this really is only secondary to that— I think the 

basic question that they have is "What in the world is the meaning of this 

work of art to me? What is its function? Does it have a place in my life, or 

not?" 

GOODWIN 

Right. But they want simple answers to complex questions. 

DONAHUE 

They want simple answers, and the answer has to be broken down into those 

two parts: what did it mean when it was painted, and what does it mean now, 

since, after all, it means something often quite different today than when it 

was done. 

GOODWIN 



And how can the docent give other people personal meaning, which is an 

even, I think, higher level of understanding? 

DONAHUE 

Actually, one really should have a staff of [Erwin] Panofskys to do an adequate 

job [laughter] as docent. 

GOODWIN 

Kind of emergency-care treatment! 

DONAHUE 

It really is the highest specialty in a museum. To do a good job, to do an 

exemplary job as a docent— 
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DONAHUE 

I was concluding that the docent, to do an exemplary job, really has to be the 

top person in understanding both the people and works of art in the museum. 

I suppose all I'm saying is that it takes a great teacher to be a great docent. 

GOODWIN 

I agree. It's a very demanding and difficult task to work with the public or 

novice-level students. I think a problem that complicates the educational work 

of an art museum is that the schools, at the primary and secondary levels, 

seem to be so ill-equipped to teach art. So the typical high school graduate 

and, probably, many college graduates don't have any background to begin to 

experience art when they visit a museum. It's almost as if an eighteen-year-old 

had an opportunity to use a public library but didn't know how to read. 

DONAHUE 

Ye s. 

GOODWIN 

So the library staff would have to not only collect the books and care for them, 

but to teach reading to the masses. 



DONAHUE 

What you say is certainly very true about even people who are graduates on a 

doctoral level in many other professions. I have a number of friends in the 

medical profession, and they all have a great interest in works of art—this 

particular group of friends—just as many other doctors have interest in music. 

And doctors who are musicians, as you know, or both. Some of them have 

become collectors of works of art, and yet they've had no opportunity earlier 

to have any background; hardly any of them had even a general humanities 

course in the university. So all this is a matter of their own discovery because 

of their particular sensibilities. And if they had not persisted in seeking things 

out, it wouldn't have been one of the things that came as a normal part of our 

culture to them. 

GOODWIN 

Well, that idea suggests that our culture is, in many ways, very strange. That 

art— 

DONAHUE 

It is. 

GOODWIN 

—that art is a very small part of our daily lives. 

DONAHUE 

That's right. The visual arts— You know, when you come to think of it, a 

person is going to, most people during their lifetimes, well, everybody is going 

to live in some building. They're going to buy a house; sometimes they're 

going to build a house. They are certainly going to redecorate a house. They're 

going to have something on their walls; if only pin-up girl photographs, they're 

going to have something on those walls. And yet there is no history of 

architecture taught in the schools. Even when the buildings appear in history 

books, there is no mention of the history of American architecture; it would be 

very rare that there would be a mention of the history of American 

architecture. But, unless one takes an interior decorating course in a home 

economics division—and there's still scandals about [laughter] young men 

wanting to be home economics majors, as we read recently in the 



newspapers—there's very little opportunity to learn not just about the history 

of art, but actually about the architecture and the objects that we'll live with 

for the rest of our lives. You know, it's incredible how much we have to say 

about design, just as a normal part of our lives today. We're battered with 

thousands and thousands of visual images every day, and we have to make a 

judgement among those visual images, and yet we have no background, no 

training in design in the schools. So it's a kind of a helter-skelter business, and 

people just take what's offered to them and what's pretty, bright red, or 

whatever. [laughter] It really is very sad, and that's probably one of the 

reasons that while we do have some splendid design in America, that our 

design is so uneven, and so much bad design as well as good design. That, of 

course, as you remember, is something that the De Stijl group in Holland and 

the Bauhaus both felt very strongly, that our lives could be so much richer if 

we had a sense of design and could get rid of all of the images that clutter up 

our vision instead of the ones that satisfy our vision. 

GOODWIN 

It seems that the public museum is such a complex institution because it has 

so many functions. There is no other institution, not even other educational 

institutions, that can teach art education in a broad way. It seems that 

museums are really overburdened; they're asked to do so much and their 

resources are often so few. That's one of my observations. And some of the 

very wealthy museums, which are often not public museums, often assume 

the least responsibility for public education or public service. 

DONAHUE 

Right, that's true. I think part of the problem is the—well, let's say the historic 

position of the museum in America. Don't forget that it was considered a 

mausoleum until a few decades ago, and a place that was reserved for a few 

rich people or a few kind of strange people who were misfits in society 

anyway, and so when it did become a more important part of society, I think 

that many people, generally, within the museum profession, with our interest 

in reaching out and making the museum part of the community, that we felt 

that a broad, humanistic philosophy, a broad, humanistic approach towards 

society, towards the visitors, was the one that would best accomplish that. 

And that is, by trying to interpret, trying to present—whether it's an 



installation or in lectures, and so on—and interpret the works of art from the 

point of view of human meaning. Again, going back to that question: what 

does it mean? I think that's become something fundamental in our 

presentation of works of art. What is the society like that produced it? What is 

the artist like who produced it? What is the society like that produced it? 

What role did this have in the society? What role did the artist have in the 

society? A lot of things that are kind of extraneous, even to the work of art, 

we've emphasized in order to try to make it immediately meaningful to people 

who come to the museum with basically a literary background and a verbal 

background, and trying to give it a verbal meaning that may be really quite 

secondary to its nonverbal meaning, which is something we have to perceive 

more intuitively. But how do you reach that second stage? Then, second, I 

think we felt that it was so important to establish that rapport with a great 

number of people. And the way we can do it is through this humanistic 

approach. Even though we would like to do more in terms of training in 

seeing, training in perception, we just feel that the museum has to become 

more a part of more people's lives before there's time to do that as well, 

although some of that is being done, mostly by the education departments. 

But it just doesn't— It's secondary to bringing more people in and making it 

part of their lives through building on what they have in their literary 

backgrounds. 

GOODWIN 

It's intriguing the way the art museum has become a secular church almost— 

DONAHUE 

Yeah. 

GOODWIN 

—and the museum's employees, in some sense, missionaries or proselytizers. 

DONAHUE 

Not only that, but they have the same kind of dedication as people working in 

a— Certainly in our museum sometimes there was a matter of restricting 

hours. Because of it being a county institution we couldn't work more than 

forty hours a week. And the professional staff would bootleg hours. [laughter] 



They came in and snuck in to work on weekends and, of course, consistently 

took a lot of work home and really maintained the same kind of religious 

dedication even during that period of restricted working hours. 

GOODWIN 

I tend to think [of] museum work as—well, like teaching art history—as a crazy 

business. [laughter] It's a labor of love— 

DONAHUE 

Absolutely. 

GOODWIN 

—and really not much more. It doesn't make a lot of sense in practical terms. 

DONAHUE 

It's easy to see that teaching art history, since one is always involved in the 

problems to be presented in the next lecture or the next discussion with the 

students, would be a twenty-four-hour preoccupation. But the curious thing 

that happens, is that even the museum administration takes over that same 

kind of twenty-four-hour preoccupation and dedication, especially on the part 

of the people who have been trained as art historians. One doesn't necessarily 

have that same dedication on the part of the people who have been trained as 

administrators. 

GOODWIN 

I think it's an amazing discrepancy in the museum, and that is between the art 

historians and everybody else. The business people and others tend not to 

understand what the museum is about. [laughs] 

DONAHUE 

Well, that's especially true in the last year since we've had a kind of typical 

county bureaucrat there as deputy director for administration. And I don't 

think that it's possible— It's very strange; I always felt that I could understand 

just about everybody, but I don't think I'll ever understand his thinking. 

GOODWIN 

I agree. 



DONAHUE 

And he wouldn't understand mine. You know he's excellent in his own field, 

and yet he could live a thousand years, I think, and not understand the point 

of view of the professional. 

GOODWIN 

Well, I think it's the basic difference between the art historian's desire to 

spend money for various worthwhile reasons and the business administrator's 

desire to save money. 

DONAHUE 

No, I think it's much more fundamental than that. I think it goes to a basic 

understanding, or a basic conception—I won't say understanding because that 

assumes that one is right and the other is wrong—to a basic conception of the 

role of the museum and of the function of the museum staff member. We 

think of our function as basically [being] whatever contributes to it, that our 

ultimate goal is to learn and to educate. The administrator thinks of the 

ultimate goal as to organize. And if everything runs like a machine, it isn't so 

serious what quality there is, just so things get done. The depth of perception, 

or the understanding, or the quality of communication—those are things 

which are very difficult for the bureaucrat to understand. 

GOODWIN 

Right. And almost impossible to measure in quantitative terms. 

DONAHUE 

Right. Well, I suppose that's what it really ends up to: if it can't be measured, it 

isn't significant. 

GOODWIN 

Or it doesn't exist. Well, I've always been kind of bothered by a certain aspect 

of the staff of the County Museum in that there seem to be so few art 

historians, or I would say thinkers, as opposed to so many people doing other 

things. It seems lopsided. Lots of people doing practical but relatively 

unimportant things, whereas I think a considerable shortage of curators, of 

education people— 



DONAHUE 

Oh, absolutely. But there again, I think that's one of the problems of being a 

county institution: it is much easier to get guards. For example, every year 

when the budget came up, it was a matter of we can get ten guards, fifteen 

guards more easily, additional guards more easily, than we can get one 

assistant curator. 

GOODWIN 

And that's largely what has happened. 

DONAHUE 

Right. And it's again a matter of the administrative thinking of the whole 

county, not just of the county representative in our museum, but it's county 

thinking. 

GOODWIN 

It seems to me that there is almost an over-supply of certain kinds of workers 

who must be very unproductive, compared to, I think, a really tiny number of 

curators who are obviously working quite hard. 

DONAHUE 

And of course the education department, it's very difficult to get personnel for 

the education department, it's very difficult to get budget appropriation? and 

for a considerable time the county would provide nothing for education, no 

money at all, no budget line. 

GOODWIN 

I think we should talk about, well, what was another staff problem, and that is 

a turnover of curatorial-level people. I think a lot of people— Well, some of 

course moved up, but other people have been disillusioned and resigned. It 

seems that there's been a very stormy atmosphere within some elements of 

the professional staff. 

DONAHUE 

Well, some people left because they moved up; some people left because they 

wanted to try something else. For example, Mary Kahlenberg left because she 



wanted to write several books before she got to be thirty-five years old, and 

she realized that working day after day at the museum she would not be able 

to do that. Charles Millard went to the Hirshhorn Museum; others have gone 

to other institutions. Some people have left because they've been encouraged 

to leave, I'm speaking only of curators now. You know, it's almost impossible 

to fire somebody in a county institution once they've been there for six 

months, but they can be encouraged to find something else or you can go out 

actively and try to find another job for a curator. And so there've been a great 

number of reasons, but I have a feeling that they're really not more than they 

would have been in an educational institution, or any other kind of institution, 

for that matter. But a number of young people come in, and some don't make 

the grade, some become so successful that they're asked for elsewhere, some 

become dissatisfied with the work, some are disillusioned. I know one man in 

another institution who worked with me. I had an opening for a curator of 

painting, and he was a professor at a university, and said before he was—it 

was again that magic age, thirty-five—before he was thirty-five he would like 

to try working in a museum to see whether he preferred that to teaching, 

because he had been teaching for many years then. And so he stayed with me, 

I think, three to four years and then decided that the museum life was not for 

him. First of all, there were not those summers off to do his own research, and 

second, he didn't really get much of his own— He got very little, if any, of his 

own research done during the year, because he was spending all of his time on 

museum problems and museum projects. And therefore he went back to the 

university. 

GOODWIN 

Well, I don't have any doubt that museum work is much more strenuous than 

teaching. And it seems to me that museum curators need more care, more 

rest, more support, fewer demands, in order to make museum work as 

attractive as teaching has been. 

DONAHUE 

Well, one of the conflicts that we've had at the museum, with the 

administrative mind, with the bureaucratic mind, is just that: that the 

bureaucrat doesn't understand why a curator should not be at his desk every 

morning at [nine], go to lunch at twelve, come back at twelve forty-five, and 



leave promptly at five o'clock, or six o'clock, whatever the time is to leave. And 

of course the curator has to go to libraries, he has to see works of art at other 

places, he has to go to dealers, he has to think sometimes. And that of course 

is anathema to the bureaucrat. So he really— It's strange, you know, I was 

thinking that the one thing that I've come away from the museum with is a 

kind of great disillusionment with the bureaucrat, with the professional 

administrator. I think before I had any association I used to have a high regard 

for professional administrators, but the experience at the museum has led me 

in the other direction, because I don't feel that they are basically— But maybe 

it's the difference between a politician and a statesman; there are some 

creative administrators and some not, but basically the bureaucrats that I've 

been associated with are not people who can make any great contribution to 

society because of a very limited outlook. 

GOODWIN 

It seems to me that the museum work can be even more creative than 

teaching, but ironically museum work is lower-paying and generally I think less 

secure than teaching. It seems to be a reversal of values. I personally think 

than an ideal position for an art historian would combine museum work and 

teaching. In fact, one enhances the other. 

DONAHUE 

Right. Well, that's what happens, for example, at Yale and at Harvard and at a 

few other happy institutions like that, that it's possible to have your cake and 

eat it. 

GOODWIN 

Right. 

DONAHUE 

And at the Rose art gallery at Brandeis. There are a number of institutions 

across the country at which that's possible, but mostly they're university 

galleries and not public galleries. I don't know offhand any public gallery in 

which art historians working for museums give courses from time to time 

elsewhere. Oh, yes, the Cleveland Museum has that association with Case 



Western, and maybe there are a few others. You're right, it's rare, but it would 

be the most desirable thing. 

GOODWIN 

It seems that more art historians need a deeper knowledge of real works of 

art. 

DONAHUE 

That's true, that's true. I think it's very sad that when I went to graduate 

school one of our professors said, "Oh, why do you waste your time going 

across to the Metropolitan to look at pictures when you can see much more in 

these beautiful black-and-white photographs?" Everything we were taught 

was based on black-and-white slides in those days. 

GOODWIN 

I think some art historians teach the history of slides, more than they do the 

arts. 

DONAHUE 

And conversely I think that the museum curator needs that association with 

students and needs that association with other colleagues whose thinking is 

not exactly along the same lines as theirs, a more academic thinking, because 

otherwise they tend to become more concerned with the specific object that 

is somewhat unrelated to the broad picture that the university professor 

always has to keep in mind. And so I think that that combination of experience 

would be just the ideal life and produce better curators and better professors, 

GOODWIN 

Right. I want to bring up the topic again of trustees. Is one of the problems 

that curators encounter that of relating positively with trustees, and trustees 

respecting the curators' professionalism? 

DONAHUE 

Well, first of all, theoretically, the trustee and the curator have very little to do 

with one another because the museum—let's say the Association of Art 

Museum Directors' conception of a museum on the basis of its publication on 

museum practices—is an institution in which the director alone is the liaison 



between the staff and the trustees. And the whole staff, including the 

curators, relate to the director, and then the director to the trustees. It never 

really works out, rarely works out that way, because there are trustees in 

every institution with special interests, which means that they are going to be 

talking with and associating with the curator in a particular field of their 

interest. Or maybe their interest is education, and maybe they'll be having a 

close association with the head of education. There are trustee committees 

which have to work directly with curators in very many institutions. There are 

social friendships that develop between trustees and curators, so that the 

scheme that was proposed as an ideal scheme is really rather artificial. There 

are connections, but there should not be official connections. So that a curator 

and a trustee shouldn't decide they're going to buy a painting and then tell the 

director, who will then tell the acquisitions committee, that this is a kind of a 

fait accompli that curator x and trustee y have made that decision. Any more 

than a volunteer or series of volunteers or donors should do it with individual 

curators. But the problem does exist that— I think the serious problem that 

exists is not so much the curator's relation to the trustees, but the other 

matter that you mentioned, and that is the trustee respect for the curator's 

abilities and integrity and accomplishments. And I think that a curator has to 

distinguish himself much more than a member of almost any other profession 

in order to get that respect from the trustees. In any institution the size of 

ours—I won't talk about our own curators and our own trustees—but in any 

institution with this number of curators, there are some curators who have 

practically no respect of any trustee, there are other curators who are 

respected by every trustee. And some curators are respected despite their 

limitations; for example, that curator may be said to be an excellent 

connoisseur, a good scholar, but can't really run a department because he or 

she doesn't have any sense of organization. And yet we feel that that curator 

is so good that we want to keep that curator here. On the other hand, every 

now and then there's a curator who runs things so well that despite his lack of 

knowledge he somehow is doing a creditable job, but that would be less likely 

to— There'd be less chance of the curator having the esteem of the trustee in 

that regard because the trustee is looking for professional accomplishment of 

the [curator]. But unfortunately, a number of trustees, because they are 

business-oriented, don't understand the demeanor of the curator, despite his 



professional accomplishments. And again it's a matter of fitting into a mold, 

and he just doesn't fit into a business mold. 

GOODWIN 

Well, it seems to me that if the— [door chimes; tape recorder off] It seems to 

me that a basic problem is that many trustees want to be curators. 

DONAHUE 

Yes, that's true, and very few trustees have the knowledge, let's say, to be a 

curator, and if they do, those are the very trustees who leave the job to the 

curator, the ones who really know what they're up to. It's the ones who sort of 

have a half-knowledge, the ones who feel that they can outguess the curator 

and outsmart the curator in many cases. That's a problem, that's a problem in 

every institution. Some trustees want to be directors, some trustees want to 

be curators, some— 

GOODWIN 

And unfortunately the curators are dependent on trustees for funds, among 

other things. I see it almost as a parent-child relationship, or almost a master-

servant relationship, where unless a curator has a sponsor, a generous 

member of the board of trustees, then that curator is at a loss for funds, which 

wouldn't ordinarily be budgeted. 

DONAHUE 

That's true in our institution, but many departments have— There are very 

few general funds, and therefore there's not much money to go around, 

unless one does have a kind of patron. And the curators who have been able 

to develop patrons are the ones who have gotten most of the money. But I 

think that's not only here, I think that's— 

GOODWIN 

It's the nature of the business. 

DONAHUE 

And I think that by and large we have a quite good board of trustees. I don't 

think that the problems here are more acute than they are in other 

institutions; I don't think that many of the problems are as acute as they are in 



other institutions. You mentioned people wanting to be directors and curators 

and whatever else. I think that the number of people that might be attracted 

to that are much fewer here than in any number of other institutions. 

GOODWIN 

I don't have that image on the outside. It seems to me that some of the board 

members are too aggressive, and that they want to run the museum: Armand 

Hammer, Norton Simon, Franklin Murphy. 

DONAHUE 

No, actually, you see, that's an impression from the outside. Let me talk about 

the three men you mentioned. First of all, Franklin Murphy. Franklin is a good 

administrator. Franklin had the experience of running two universities, and he 

does not— He never during the time that he was president of the museum, 

not just as a trustee but when he was president of the museum, he never tried 

to take over the functions of the director. He always felt that as a— He 

understood the role of the trustee, or the president of the board of trustees, 

and felt that there were certain things he had to do and certain things that the 

director had to do, and he never tried to usurp the director's functions. As far 

as Armand Hammer, he unfortunately actually comes to very few board 

meetings because he's out of the country half the time, and the board 

meetings that he's attended he's made very few demands and has worked 

with other trustees. No, he really has had less to say about— And he has 

assumed that role less than almost anybody else, very little. I don't know in 

what regard he's supposed to be running the museum but, whatever it is, is 

not true. Norton Simon is another matter, but Norton is a man who— Yes, 

when he was there he would like to have seen the museum follow the policies 

that he felt were the best for the museum. And that meant that as a man who 

is used to running corporations he would like to have the final word, but again 

that doesn't necessarily mean that he would like to have maybe done the 

same job as the director, but he would like to have done the job of the whole 

board of trustees, let's say. 

GOODWIN 

And at his own museum he is his own board and his own director. Well, let's 

look at two aspects of trusteeship—that is, trustee's involvement in 



exhibitions and acquisitions, which we've already discussed in some ways 

before. But why is there a basic policy of consulting trustees, say, for an 

exhibition proposal? Why isn't that purely a curatorial expertise? 

DONAHUE 

I'll give you the theoretical basis for it. The trustee is supposedly the 

representative of the people; he's the one who establishes a balance between 

what the curator feels has scholarly importance, and therefore he wants to do 

for that reason, and what the community might find acceptable; and to keep 

an eye open, along with the director, for a balanced program, so that there is 

something to appeal to each segment of the voting public. So he really is 

supposedly the voice of the people there, and that's the reason he has a 

review function. Now it often happens that trustees have a very positive point 

of view towards works of art and towards what should be shown and should 

not be shown. Certainly whoever is head of either an exhibitions committee or 

the president of the board does have a feeling about, just because of his own 

predilections, has an influence on the staff's thinking. While we know the 

president would like to go in the direction of more Asian shows (this is the 

time when he's in office) or the more modern shows or whatever else, [or] we 

know that he likes flamboyant exhibitions, or we know that he likes little 

scholarly exhibitions, and so generally whether he tries consciously to 

influence or whether it's just that you mentioned a kind of father-and-child 

relationship, where the children like to please the father. So there is a great 

influence of the president of the board, more than the head of the exhibitions 

committee or more than that committee itself. For example—I don't know 

whether I mentioned this before on the tape, but it's something I've thought 

about a lot—if you look back at the places in which the museum was 

developed during each administration, at least during the years that I was 

director there, there is a rather positive imprint of the president. And the 

reason for that is I think that there's so much to be done at a museum like 

ours, a growing institution, that there are many, many areas that can be 

developed. And therefore there's a tendency on the part of the director and 

the staff to try to develop the areas of special interest to this particular 

president, for pragmatic reasons. You know you'll have his support and get 

more money for exhibitions or acquisitions or publications or whatever else 

than you might get under another president. So for the next four years, let's 



develop this aspect of the museum. And I can certainly tell you that— Well, Ed 

Carter was president when I became director, and unfortunately I had a very 

short time to work with him. But Sidney Brody was the first four-year 

president, and I knew very well that Sidney's great interest was in exhibitions. 

And we went all out— Did I mention this in an earlier tape? 

GOODWIN 

A little. 

DONAHUE 

Yes, we went all out for exhibitions and established really a splendid exhibition 

program, which would not have been possible with a president who really 

didn't care about exhibitions but was interested in acquisitions or was 

interested even in education, which I was interested in and so many other 

aspects of community outreach, or whatever. But Sidney was interested in 

first-rate exhibitions and would find money to present them and do a good 

catalog; and so during those four years we did emphasize that, and other 

years we emphasized what other presidents were interested in. So you're 

quite right, there certainly is an influence of trustees and most especially of 

the president on the exhibition program and on the acquisition program, but 

very much of that is not an imposition of the president, but rather the staff 

trying to do things that they feel the president will support with the greatest 

enthusiasm. 

GOODWIN 

Well, have trustees turned down good ideas, due to their limited 

backgrounds? 

DONAHUE 

I'm sure it has happened; I don't want to— At the moment I can't cite you 

examples, but I'm sure it's happened in every institution. But each president 

has, just as each director—after all, the director's not omnipotent either—so 

that each president and each director has his particular point of view, and 

that's the way an institution grows, just that diversity of directors' 

backgrounds and enthusiasms, and the diversity of presidents. 

GOODWIN 



But we keep coming back to the university as a basis of comparison. And 

obviously there's a different system of government there, where the 

university board doesn't meddle or advise closely the faculty. That seems to, I 

think, be a good system, at least for universities. 

DONAHUE 

Yeah, I suppose what we'd all like is a system like some of the European 

systems, in which the money for exhibitions and the money for acquisitions is 

provided, and it's just a matter then of the staff going on and making its 

professional decisions. With the money coming from the trustees: if you go 

back and make a tabulation of the contributions during this, let's say, this past 

decade, a good 80 percent of that money has come from trustees, for 

acquisitions, for a supplement to education budget, supplement to 

operations, or whatever, but a good 80 percent, if not more, has come from 

trustees. And if they are going to furnish that much money, they have a little 

more personal say than if they were not furnishing the money, and I think it 

really goes back to the method of financing. 

GOODWIN 

Right. Right. 

DONAHUE 

And so you either decide you're going to live with it or not going to live with it. 

GOODWIN 

Right, it works two ways: it allows trustees to be as generous as they care to 

be, but it also promotes perhaps a dependency. 

DONAHUE 

Yeah, and of course in the matter of acquisitions, if a trustee is paying a 

quarter of a million dollars for an object, then that object has to please the 

trustee. 
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I think we were saying that if a trustee is paying a quarter of a million dollars 

for an object it has to please the trustee. And there are many objects that 

have been proposed over the last decade that the curator was very excited 

about, that the director was very excited about, and yet there was no trustee, 

including the trustee who normally contributed, or frequently, let's say, 

contributed in that department, who liked it that much, and so the object 

went away. So in that way, that maybe is the greatest influence and the 

greatest hold that the trustee has over the department and the museum 

program, and the greatest influence that it has on the direction, especially of 

collecting. And there have been some shows that have been turned down 

because the trustees haven't felt that they were exciting enough shows or 

didn't meet the particular interests of the trustees, but the same thing can 

happen among the curators. There have been other shows that have been 

turned down because of, I might say, curatorial shortsightedness. 

GOODWIN 

Yes. 

DONAHUE 

For example, several years ago in Rome I saw an exhibition of ecclesiastical 

objects, in gold and silver and so on, and one section of that show was Jewish 

ceremonial objects. They were among the most magnificent things I've ever 

seen anywhere in my life. And I came back— I'd seen another very good show 

of Jewish ceremonial objects somewhere earlier, I think in a German museum 

sometime earlier, and came [away] with the same enthusiasm. Now there are 

many poor Jewish ceremonial objects in this country, and I can understand 

that people who had not seen some of those really magnificent things would 

feel that, well, it's just a provincial art, it's a kind of second-rate craftsmanship. 

But one can say that for very much of craftsmanship, so that to see the 

greatest of the Jewish ceremonial objects is just as great an experience as 

seeing the greatest of the ceremonial objects of any other religious group or 

for any other purpose. And so I proposed that exhibition, and it was turned 

down, not by the trustees but by the curators. You know our exhibitions 

always go to the curators first. In fact I brought it up several times, and the 

man (who is dead now) who was agreeable to doing the exhibition was 

probably the best living specialist on Jewish ceremonial objects. And we would 



have had a smashing show, with many things probably from that very 

exhibition that I'd seen in Rome, because I had talked with one of the curators 

there about the possibility of borrowing and it seemed that that was not 

impossible. And I'm sure that the things from some of the German museums 

would have been available, and some of the Dutch and other museums where 

there were great objects, much greater than exist in this country. But that 

show was turned down not because of trustees but because of curators. And I 

still think it was a mistake, because I think it would have been a great, a real 

eye-opening show. 

GOODWIN 

Well, it's true that there doesn't appear always to be a great deal of 

cohesiveness among the curators. It seems that they're often competing 

against each other for the limited resources. 

DONAHUE 

Right, that's very true, and unfortunately the curators tend to be rather 

limited in their scope of interest to their own departments, so that a curator 

will fight and fight for one more exhibition space for his department and 

maybe turn down one of the greatest shows in the world. There has been a 

kind of feeling among the curators that we should not have had as many 

"blockbuster" shows like King Tut and so on that we took from other 

institutions. 

GOODWIN 

Yes. 

DONAHUE 

Because that decreases the number of spaces for shows to be organized by 

the curators here. And I always feel that— I don't agree with that obviously 

and feel that there should be a balance between the two, that we do have to 

bring the greatest shows, and at the same time we have to initiate a number 

of shows of our own so that—well, for many reasons, but certainly part of our 

obligation is bringing the others. Now, the San Francisco museum [Fine Arts 

Museum of San Francisco] has gone to the other extreme. They organize very 

few exhibitions themselves, but as a result of that they are able to have this 



spectacular program, more spectacular than ours. The things like the Dresden 

show ["The Splendor of Dresden: Five Centuries of Art Collecting"] and some 

of the other shows that we could have got if we could have had— In fact some 

of the shows that they've had, we had the first refusal on, but we couldn't 

take everything because we do want to save some spaces for our shows that 

are organized by our own staff. And so I think it really is a matter of 

establishing a balance. So you're quite right, the curators are no more united 

in their point of view than the board, and actually there's usually a greater 

union among the members of the exhibitions committee because it's already 

been through all the discussions and the curatorial committees beforehand. 

And when that compromise comes out of what we're going to propose, it's 

usually fairly well-balanced, and I think as far as the board is concerned the 

biggest problem is the fact that too-high-budget shows are generally proposed 

by the curators. Well, for example, when Maurice [Tuchman] started on the 

show of Russian avant-garde ["The Avant-Garde in Russia 1910-1930: New 

Perspectives"] that's coming up as the next exhibition at the museum, he had 

a very interesting idea that's now more and more accepted, and that is that it 

was not until the sixties that the great impact of the Russian avant-garde 

artists who came to America—and that that movement of the early part of the 

century had an influence on American art of that period [the sixties] that had 

not yet been adequately recognized. And the way to show that influence was 

to bring the two of them together and have a dual show of the sixties and 

Russian avant-garde art with parallel paintings even showing that influence, a 

big didactic exhibition. But as the plans for the show progressed, the budget 

would have been so extraordinary and the catalog would have been two very 

fat volumes, that the board felt that something had to be tailored down. 

Consequently, now the modern American section has been eliminated from 

the show, so the presentation is just the background for that. But in the long 

run, if there had been money available, the other show would have been a 

more historically significant show. And Peter's [Peter Fusco's] show, the show 

that has just completed, nineteenth-century sculpture ["The Romantic to 

Rodin: French Nineteenth-Century Sculpture"], the catalog of that had to be 

reduced considerably in size. 

GOODWIN 

That's already about five hundred pages, I think. 



DONAHUE 

And there are other shows that are proposed that come in with fairly 

unrealistic budgets, and it's really a matter of— There the curator obviously 

wants to think as big as possible and have as grandiose a show as possible, 

and it's a matter of the curator being able to tailor his show to practicality that 

gets the immediate support. Many curators say you just can't do this show, 

because of insurance, because of something else, you just can't do this show 

for two hundred thousand dollars, it takes a half a million. And they stick by 

their guns and they prove that it does take half a million, and the board finally 

raises the money for it through— Very frequently it's board members who go 

out and find corporation support, or private foundation support, and then the 

staff works on public support from the NEA [National Endowment for the 

Arts], NEH [National Endowment for the Humanities], and what not. And the 

director may work on either one, so that the big show finally does come off. 

GOODWIN 

Well, there's an aspect of the board that doesn't rest well with me, and that 

is— Well, it's essentially that either the composition of the board or the 

justification of the composition— That is, the board is theoretically supposed 

to represent the people of Los Angeles. Well, obviously that's not really true. 

But I don't know why the board continues to project that rationale. It's a self-

perpetuating board. 

DONAHUE 

True. 

GOODWIN 

And its meetings are not open to anybody. 

DONAHUE 

True. 

GOODWIN 

And even the minutes are not available to readers, so it's really a closed-

membership organization, and it'll probably stay that way. I can see how it's 

worked well for the museum in providing leadership and lining up various 



forms of support, but it seems to me that it also has some drawbacks in that 

the same— It appears to me that many of the same people who helped 

organize the independent art museum are still helping lead the museum 

today. [knocking; tape recorder off] 

DONAHUE 

That's true; it's many of the same people and, if not the same individuals, the 

same group, the same type of individual. And this is discussed frequently by 

the board. The nominating committee does meet in secret, there's no—: The 

staff does not meet with the committee; the staff makes recommendations of 

trustees to be added, but it is a board decision. Well, the mysteries are 

something that we don't necessarily understand, I don't understand. But 

essentially what the board has concluded is that while it's important to have 

some black people on the board, some Mexican-Americans on the board, 

some people who represent—well, some women on the board, and so on—

but essentially their feeling is that it's the business and civic leaders who are 

going to be able to provide the money and the political clout that is necessary 

to keep the museum running and keep the budget from the county stable. 

And therefore they look in that direction for new people. 

GOODWIN 

They could be right, but we really don't know. 

DONAHUE 

But my own experience is that certainly one of the most important things to 

have on the board are people, among the board members are those who do 

have some—let me put it another way—whose opinions are respected by the 

county supervisors. I won't mention the specific names, but we have had a 

number of people on the board who do have that role. They can go down and 

talk to the supervisors and make the supervisors understand the importance 

of the museum and what the museum is trying to accomplish, in a way that 

none of the rest of us can do, because we don't speak the right language. We 

don't have that kind of confidence of the supervisors, that we are good solid 

businessmen, backbones of the community, and therefore people whom they 

respect from that point of view. And they will listen to advice and suggestions 

concerning budget matters. 



GOODWIN 

Well, I think it would be a mistake to totally democratize the museum board, 

because I'm afraid you'd wind up with something like the school board. But it 

seems to me that ideally the county museum board, as opposed to a Getty or 

Simon museum board, should be a little more democratic than it is currently. 

DONAHUE 

Well, I'm not sure. I've felt that for a long time, especially when I first arrived; 

but the more I see of the function of the board, the more I'm not sure that we 

wouldn't be better off even with more high-powered community leaders than 

the other way around, because they are in the long run the people who can 

provide the funds, provide the respect from donors, the respect of the 

community, that will enable the museum to function. And I don't think that 

they interfere that much with the museum. See, just the very fact that you 

mention it seems that people like Franklin Murphy and Armand Hammer are 

running the museum, that really reflects probably a popular attitude, based on 

impression but not based on fact. 

GOODWIN 

But maybe part of the problem is due to the very insular nature of the board, 

that nobody's ever seen a board meeting. 

DONAHUE 

Let me tell you a story about Franklin Murphy. I think it was while he was 

president, we bought the two Veronese paintings [Allegories of Navigation]. 

Now a rumor got out that Franklin went to London, saw the paintings, bought 

the paintings, and then came back and told us about it. And one of the 

curators took up that rumor and took it to a friend of his, and there was such a 

strong opposition to such an action that for a while there was another rumor 

in the community that it wasn't— It sort of got translated into the fact that 

they weren't very good paintings. Well, when I heard the rumor that these 

were not very good Veroneses, I was really astounded, and that Franklin had 

bought them. And I'll tell you exactly what happened. The Agnews passed 

through Los Angeles on their way to Tokyo, and they had their folio of 

photographs with them, and when I saw those two Veroneses, I thought those 

two looked like two of the most splendid pictures that we could acquire. And 



they told me the price, and I felt that the pictures were well worth the price, 

even though I knew that they had paid somewhat less at auction for them. 

And so Franklin was going to Europe, and I asked Franklin if he would stop in 

to see them. I asked Franklin for two reasons: first of all, Franklin is very much 

interested in our acquisitions program and has had a long association with the 

Agnews, so that they, I think, would be very cautious about their business 

dealings with him, or if he were involved; and, second, because he's a member 

of the board of the Ahmanson Foundation, which would be the foundation 

which would provide the funds. When Franklin saw the pictures he was 

enthusiastic about them. Even before I talked with Franklin about it, I had not 

seen the pictures personally, but I had talked with some friends in the 

profession who had seen the pictures, and they thought they were excellent. 

Therefore I asked Franklin if he would stop and look at them. He did look at 

them? he came back and said he was full of enthusiasm and that the 

Ahmanson Foundation would certainly consider them if I wanted to 

recommend them. And I said, "Well, before we ask Agnew to send them over 

for us to study, let's talk with [Terisio] Pignatti, who is doing the catalogue 

raisonné." From my office we talked with Pignatti, and Franklin was present 

there, not because he was interfering, but because he was the man from our 

institution who had see the pictures most recently. But I was the one who 

talked with Pignatti, and Pignatti said that he thought they were the most 

important Veroneses that had been on the market for years, and thought it 

would be a great coup to acquire them. So then we called Agnew and asked 

for Agnew to send them over for us to see, for the Ahmansons to consider and 

for possible, even probable, acquisition. Now that's a lot different from 

Franklin stopping in and seeing them, because I happen to have been involved 

before Franklin even knew about the pictures. I asked Franklin to stop and see 

them; he didn't make a commitment at all. He came back and said, yes, he was 

enthusiastic, and if the staff wanted to recommend them he would 

recommend them to the Ahmanson Foundation. And I had checked with other 

people earlier, and we talked with Pignatti right from my office. So that's the 

way rumors of trustee involvement can get started. 

GOODWIN 

I wasn't even aware of that rumor. 

DONAHUE 



And the fact that then it became translated from what was supposedly a poor 

method of doing business to poor paintings is typical of what happens to 

rumors. But when Pignatti wrote his book on Veronese, when he published his 

book on Veronese, he not only published some colored details, which we had 

nothing to do with because the book was already going to the press before we 

bought it. We did get our name in it at least as the new owners. Also he has 

said in lectures and he has published somewhere—I don't remember where it 

was—that he thought along with the two great Allegories [Allegory of Wisdom 

and Strength and Allegory of Virtue and Vice] in the Frick Collection and one 

painting in the Metropolitan [Mars and Venus United by Love] that these are 

the most important Veroneses in the country. And the critics were quite in 

agreement with that when they were shown in the Veronese exhibition. So 

that much for Franklin Murphy's purchase of those paintings! 

GOODWIN 

Well, let me focus on two specific problems. 

DONAHUE 

Okay. 

GOODWIN 

Perhaps they're misinterpreted by the public at large. Two trustees who are 

art collectors and apparently to the public have not yet given collections to the 

County Museum. One is Sidney Brody, who recently sold several paintings at 

auction, and then Edward Carter, who obviously has a fine collection but 

hasn't yet given it or a part of it to the County Museum. These appear to be, 

well, not thinking of the County Museum as generously as perhaps they 

should. 

DONAHUE 

Well, first of all, Ed Carter, he has made public statements that his collection— 

What he's said is that instead of buying pictures now and then for the 

museum, that he has already put into his will the bequest of the entire 

collection of Dutch paintings to the museum, and that he is spending all of his 

money on upgrading that collection. And nobody is doing it more 

conscientiously. Ed Carter has become one of the finest connoisseurs of Dutch 



painting, and he fortunately has very good relations with the dealers and with 

other collectors, not only in this country but in Europe, so that when a 

painting comes on the market he very, very frequently has the first refusal on 

the painting, a Dutch painting of the seventeenth century, and has really done 

the most remarkable job one can imagine in building up that collection within 

a period of about a decade. And he has made the statement publicly; he has 

made that statement again and again to the trustees and to groups associated 

with the museum that the collection is willed. I think that there is a matter of 

whether we accept his word or don't accept his word, and I would not doubt it 

in the least. I can't imagine— The collection, by the way, is going to be shown 

in '81 at the museum, for the first time shown publicly, and then it's going to 

the Met and the Boston Museum. It really is a superb collection, and I think 

Mr. Carter's a man of such integrity that I would never doubt it. Now, Sidney 

Brody has never made such a promise to the museum. In fact as far as I know 

he's never promised anything; at least during the years that I've been there 

he's never promised any donations. He does have two children. And I really 

can't speak for Mr. Brody because he's never made a commitment and never 

broken one. 

GOODWIN 

Right, but he's certainly been in a position to help the museum by giving 

paintings—everyone knows that he has a great collection—and that he was 

president— 

DONAHUE 

Right. 

GOODWIN 

—and chairman, and who could be closer to the museum. So I think it was 

disappointing to many people that rather than giving some of those things at 

least to the museum he sold them. 

DONAHUE 

It was a great disappointment to the staff as well. 

GOODWIN 



Well, I don't want to take so much more time, because we can continue this 

next time; but I want to talk about what I perceive as a problem of the board 

in either not soliciting gifts or somehow antagonizing potential donors. I'm 

thinking of the [Judge and Mrs. Lucius P.] Green collection [Adele S. Browning 

Memorial Collection], which is going to the Huntington [Art Gallery], and the 

[Virginia Steele] Scott collection of American paintings, which will also go to 

the Huntington, and another example recently announced was the paintings 

belonging to an attorney in Pasadena named [Milton] Wichner, which is going 

to the Long Beach Museum [of Art]. It seems that some of these collections 

should have gone to the County Museum, and they didn't. 

DONAHUE 

Well, first of all the Green collection: I know something about the history of 

that. When Dr. [William] Valentiner was here, he formed the Green collection, 

and the Greens originally intended to give their whole collection to the County 

Museum in honor of Dr. Valentiner. And they had given a number of works 

which are now in our museum; they were in many cases not as important as 

the ones they would have given later. Then they gave a series of period rooms. 

The story that I've heard is that when the museum moved to its new location, 

they said they did not want their rooms in a building that had Howard 

Ahmanson's name on it, because Howard Ahmanson came as a man without 

any fortune to California, and they had been here a generation ahead of him, 

or two generations ahead of him, and therefore they thought of themselves as 

the old nobility of Los Angeles. And he as a young man rented office space in a 

building that they owned. They felt that they didn't want just their little rooms 

in a whole building, reversing the situation, in a building that had his name on 

it. And it was a kind of false pride on their part that they didn't want the 

rooms installed there. So the question was what should be done with the 

rooms. There was apparently long discussion, after which the rooms were 

finally given to the San Francisco Museum [of Fine Arts], which interestingly 

has installed the rooms in part of the whole building complex but not [in] a 

part that has ever been used for public exhibition. So those rooms have 

become meeting rooms. And I think they felt that by doing that they would 

get the rest of the collection. The board had made great effort, and I can 

assure you that it was, to get the Green collection finally given to the museum 

once things quieted down after the new building was opened. And I know that 



Katie [Mrs. Freeman] Gates spent literally months of time adding up the hours 

and days that she put in on the Greens, and other people— Franklin Murphy 

went to visit them. She generally liked the women members of the board, and 

so I think just about every woman member of the board—I know that Mia 

Spear did, Mia Frost— that every woman member of the board had some 

involvement in wooing the Greens. I remember one of the last public 

appearances of the Greens was one in which Mrs. Gates and I took the Greens 

to lunch at Perino's, again to talk about the possibility—well, generally to chat 

with them, but to talk about the collection. And then they had a woman 

working for them as a nurse, who was our ally, and she came over to the 

museum from time to time to take the Greens reports on how well the 

paintings that were given to the museum were exhibited, and there was really 

everything short of— I think even an offer was made to make one of the 

Greens a trustee, but they wouldn't accept. There was a great amount of 

effort put out, but Mrs. Green said that nobody would know until after they 

died where the collection was going, because some people thought as a result 

of all the effort that it still would come to our museum, others thought it 

would go to San Francisco, and very few people thought about the 

Huntington. So I don't know quite how the Huntington developed, but it is a 

good, stable, and respected institution. Now what was the next one? 

GOODWIN 

Virginia Steele Scott. 

DONAHUE 

Virginia Steele Scott. She had made a small contribution to our museum, 

$125,000 to the building, at the time of the building program, to name a room 

on the plaza level, on the lower level of the museum. And again, it was Mrs. 

Gates who was the liaison, since she lived in Pasadena, who maintained a 

liaison with her. Remember, she was also a contributor to the Pasadena [Art] 

Museum, in fact a large contributor, contributed $6 million or something like 

that towards the building of the Pasadena Museum. She never contributed 

anything more and didn't have a particularly great interest in our museum, it 

seemed, because her interest was really in Pasadena. And after she died and 

left the collection, generally left the possibility of establishing a new museum 

of her own; and then the things, because of zoning and so on, didn't work out. 



And when additions were made to that collection there were a number of 

meetings between Dick Sherwood, who was president at that time, and 

Michael Quick, as curator of American painting—and Michael spent a lot of 

time going back and forth there—and the administrators of the estate. They 

were even then trying to decide where the building would be, and we were 

one of the contenders. They apparently liked the idea, if it wasn't going to be 

in Pasadena, of it being in San Marino, more than they liked the idea of it 

coming to Wilshire Boulevard. So there was an effort, in which Dick played a 

very active role, and maybe some of the other trustees were involved; but he 

sort of spearheaded it and really worked very, very hard trying to get that 

collection for the museum. And we had worked out a plan at one time 

whereby the collection would be put on loan to our museum and be shown—I 

don't remember whether it was separately or interspersed with our collection, 

I think interspersed with our collection, well-labeled—and be shown for a 

period of a fairly long loan. So that there were efforts made, but what more 

could have been done I don't know. I have a feeling that that was— First of all 

the Greens— I don't know the whole story because so much of it happened 

before I came here, but it seemed to have been a relatively lost cause by the 

time I arrived, so that was about the time the new building opened. And as far 

as the Virginia Steele Scott [collection], there was certainly an effort made. As 

far as the man in Pasadena, I don't know anything about [that]. I don't think 

that we ever pursued him; I just don't know anything about him. 

GOODWIN 

Well, next time I want to bring up another question, of plans for a new 

museum of modern art in Los Angeles and its effect on the County Museum. 

1.15. TAPE NUMBER: VIII, Side One (June 19, 1980) 

GOODWIN 

Today we're going to discuss several topics, but we're going to begin with 

some more topics relating specifically to the County Museum of Art. One area 

we've mentioned but not discussed directly yet is the topic of conservation, 

and I know that that area has been considerably built up during your tenure. 

DONAHUE 



Yes, well, after my experience of my four years at the Frick Collection working 

three or four days a week with the conservator, the consciousness of 

conservation and the importance of conservation was so deeply ingrained in 

me that everyplace I went if there was no department I tried to establish one; 

if there were a department I tried to expand it, because there had been very 

few departments in museums through the country older than ten or fifteen 

years. That meant that every museum, practically every museum in this 

country, has had major problems in conservation. The Los Angeles County 

Museum of Art had no department of conservation before the new building 

was opened, before '66. There was a man named Fred Anton who did 

restoration of paintings here and at the Huntington and for private collectors. 

He was a man who fortunately did not overclean, and that's of course the 

major problem of restorations that took place in the past is that, first, the 

conservator had a heavy hand—or restorer, as he was called then—had a 

heavy hand, and sometimes ruined more than he preserved? and second, he 

tended to be creative and improve on the original artist. So those were the 

two pitfalls that a nonscientific and nonprofessional conservation and 

restoration project was subject to in the past. But, as I said, fortunately Fred 

Anton did not overclean, sometimes undercleaned, sometimes may have 

become a little bit inventive in his restoration, but by and large didn't do an 

unsatisfactory job. However he was not trained as a scientific restorer as the 

younger people have been. When I came there was fortunately in the building 

plans a very small area for conservation, but there was no conservator on the 

staff. So one of my first projects as director was finding someone to head that 

department. And realizing the needs of the whole area, I was looking for 

someone who had the ability, first of all, to organize a department at the 

museum; second, to teach at UCLA. I discussed this at great length with 

Franklin Murphy, who was then chancellor at UCLA, and he was interested in 

developing a training program at UCLA, since there was nothing west of 

Kansas City. A personal, a kind of family training program was held at the 

Nelson Gallery in Kansas City. So there was really a tremendous need in the 

whole West, and there still is a need for a major center, a great university 

center, to train young conservators. And third, he or she would be a person 

who should be able to establish a regional treatment center, if that were 

possible, and that's the third stage we envisaged that was never really actually 

realized. Well, I set out looking for a person and obviously got in touch with 



Sheldon Keck and with a few other people of the older generation, the 

established generation of conservators. I received from Keck a long list, an 

astonishingly long list. I didn't realize there were that many people who could 

be recommended in the country, and yet he felt that they were all people that 

I should look at. There were about thirteen people on that list, and he said 

they would all be in Chicago at the meeting of the International Institute for 

Conservation, which was to be held in a few weeks. So I went to Chicago, and 

saw just about everybody on the list. While I was there, among the people 

who attended the conference were some old friends, Dick [Richard D.] Buck 

and Rutherford Gettens. So I had lunch with them and went over the list with 

them, and they talked about the relative qualities of the conservators. And 

Gettens said, "You know, the best man that I know in the country is not even 

on that list. His name is Ben [Benjamin B.] Johnson, but he didn't come to this 

meeting, he's back in Washington working on the Whistlers in the Freer 

Gallery and just couldn't get away." But he said, "I think he's head and 

shoulders above all of these." So I was terribly eager to talk with Sheldon Keck 

and find out what was wrong with Ben Johnson that he hadn't recommended 

him. So I reached him the first thing the next morning and asked just that 

question, what's wrong with Ben Johnson? He said, "Oh, nothing, he'd be 

wonderful. But he will only go to the Metropolitan or the National Gallery, he 

wouldn't consider coming to Los Angeles." Again that eastern prejudice 

against Los Angeles as this provincial institution. So I called Ben on the 

phone—since he wasn't in Chicago I called him in Washington—and asked him 

if he might have any interest. And he said, oh, he might very well, but he 

would want to make two trips before he made any decision, and if this were 

agreeable, then he would make the first trip. He wanted to come once by 

himself and second with his wife, if the first trip were satisfactory. So he did 

just that? he came— I remember it was in the middle of our swimming pool. 

We had extra swimming trunks here, it was a very hot day, and we went 

swimming after the day of interviews, and it was in the middle of the 

swimming pool that he said, yes, he would like the job, and so he wanted to 

come back and bring his wife. So he did come back a few weeks later and 

brought his wife. They went house hunting while they were here, and then 

moved. And we just couldn't have done better. He was just the perfect man 

for the job from many points of view; one of them was the kind of conservator 

he was. Now there are some younger people who are trained as scientists but 



who have very little feeling for the works of art. There are the old-type 

restorer, who was sometimes a painter who didn't quite make the grade but 

who loved works of art, and sometimes a man who just came into the field to 

preserve paintings, and who loved works of art, and who often had a very 

deep feeling for the works of art but who didn't have a scientific background. 

And Ben, being the first graduate from Larry [Lawrence] Majeski's program at 

the Institute of Fine Arts at NYU [New York University], combined both of 

these; he actually had a master's degree in history of art as well as his 

certificate, I think it's called. It would be a Ph. D. if Ph. D. 's were awarded in 

conservation, but instead there's a certificate of conservation. In addition to 

working at the institute, he then had continued his training, working with 

Tintori in Florence and then working at the Coromans Institute in Brussels, 

which was actually the greatest center in the world for conservation at that 

time. After that he worked at the Freer [Gallery], primarily on the Whistlers in 

the Peacock Room, but actually on other things as well. He was a very close 

friend and kind of protégé of Rutherford Gettens at the Smithsonian, so that 

he was able to keep up both his work that gave him the satisfaction of 

preserving some works that he loved very deeply, and at the same time to 

improve his background in scientific matters that Gettens was investigating at 

the Smithsonian. So his background combined with his own organizing ability, 

and he set up the lab at the museum, set it up in such a way that there would 

be not only a treatment program but also a research program. Fortunately, 

through the generosity of Stan Avery and the Kress Foundation and other 

donors, we were able to acquire two mass spectrographs [spectrometers], the 

very best possible hot table, good microscopes, and X-ray equipment, so that 

the lab, not when it started but after a year and a half or so, had the 

fundamental equipment necessary for a well-provided lab in this part of the 

country. Not like the Boston lab, which is so extraordinary, but a good working 

lab and certainly the best in the West. Ben then proceeded to assemble a 

staff, a staff both of chemists and of conservators, and when he couldn't find 

someone who was trained in an area, he trained them himself. So he carried 

on a kind of museum training program there, and a girl like Vickie [Victoria 

Blyth], who does paper conservation, was trained right on the job by Ben. 

She's gone to other institutes later to broaden her experience, but basically 

she's one of Ben's trainees and is one of the recognized paper conservators in 

the country now. 



GOODWIN 

The conservation center grew very quickly and became rather large. 

DONAHUE 

Yes, it became relatively large, as large as the space would accommodate. 

Very soon after Ben arrived we took some of the gallery space on the upper 

floor of the Hammer building and converted it into studio space, especially 

when those large machines came in. The organic mass spectrograph takes a 

good area; in fact that and the thermoluminescence equipment, which has 

grown like an octopus over the years (it started with one very small machine 

and then spread out to occupying the periphery of an entire room)—those 

occupy the space of a normal gallery in the Ahmanson building. But it still is 

not enough space for what work is being done in conservation and what 

should eventually be allotted to conservation. So as the new buildings are 

built, I hope that one of them will have a well-provided conservation lab that 

will take care of the needs now and, let's say, the next twenty-five or fifty 

years from now. 

GOODWIN 

Has the conservation staff been treating primarily the museum's own 

collection? 

DONAHUE 

There was a time at which a very large percentage of the work was outside 

work, because the county would not underwrite any of the positions in 

conservation at first. So the conservation department had to earn its own way, 

and the only way it could do that was to take work in from other museums. 

There was an active program of cooperation with San Diego; I believe, La Jolla; 

Santa Barbara, both the university museum and the city museum of Santa 

Barbara; and a number of the other museums around the state, south of the 

San Francisco area. Ben carried on a regular program of services for those 

institutions, and during that period there was more work done for other 

museums than was done for our museum. But happily, after a certain period 

of time our board was able to convince the county to take over the positions 

in conservation, and from that moment on the bulk of the work has been on 

the museum's own collection. For example, we've discussed my particular 



interest in sculpture, and one of the things— Ben had trained a girl named 

Billie Milam, who had taken his course at UCLA, and he had brought her from 

there and had trained her as a sculpture conservator. She then went to work 

with [Arthur] Beale at the Fogg, who is a first-rate sculpture conservator, and 

she is just phenomenal in the number of works from storage she cleaned that 

have gone into the galleries. 

GOODWIN 

There is someone specializing in textiles, also. 

DONAHUE 

Yes, that's Pat Reeves, and we got her very early in the development of the 

program, because the textile collection here is one of the outstanding 

collections and one of the important textile collections in the whole country. 

Pat Reeves had been a protégé of Junius Bird at the natural history museum 

[American Museum of Natural History] in New York, and was therefore a 

specialist in Peruvian textiles, but she also worked in other textile areas. She 

set up the department and very soon was joined by Fernande Jones as a 

volunteer, who later came onto the staff, and the two of them have just done 

a phenomenal job in the conservation and presentation of the textiles that we 

own. And of course there the whole John Wise collection of Peruvian textiles 

that was bought and had to receive conservation treatment. This area of the 

conservation department was so satisfactory that Pat Reeves was asked to 

come to Peru and spend two years setting up a department of textile 

conservation for the Peruvian government. That's a flourishing laboratory 

down there, a conservation center down there now. Actually the training 

program at UCLA never really materialized fully. While Franklin Murphy was 

still there, Ben gave a course in conservation awareness. It was a course for art 

historians, for other people who might be interested, for people who thought 

they might want to pursue conservation as a profession, and so it was a kind 

of broad group of students who came into the course. But to a great extent it 

was planned for art historians, who frequently have no idea of the condition 

of a work of art or even the amount of restoration of a work of art, because 

you don't see that in a black-and-white slide, and most courses in art history 

are taught with black-and-white slides. And that's the kind of thing that every 

now and then produces a very learned paper on the works of a couple of 



restorers, with only the ghost of the original artist there, because the art 

historians have not had that kind of experience. So that's one of the reasons 

Ben's course was given, and from that course, as I've indicated, a number of 

the people who have worked over the years in the conservation center at the 

museum have come. But then Franklin Murphy left and Ben's health began to 

decline, and the entire program was never developed. I certainly hope 

fervently that since there is a new head of conservation recently appointed, 

and who will be here in the fall of 1980, that when that new head of the lab is 

here, one of the things that he will consider very seriously is developing that 

program that we had envisaged a dozen years ago to be at UCLA. 

GOODWIN 

Maybe we should mention another area of the museum that is not perhaps 

known to many visitors, and that's the library. 

DONAHUE 

Yes, well, our library has really grown tremendously during these last years. 

And it's grown because in addition to the limited amount of money that is 

available from the county and from the [Museum] Associates every year, 

there have been private donors and a few foundations that have realized the 

importance of a museum library and therefore have made contributions, like 

Mrs. [Norman P.] Sprague [Jr.], who was on our board of trustees, and whose 

family is continuing her generosity after she died quite unexpectedly about 

two years ago. With the Sprague fund some of the really great additions have 

been made to the library. There's also one foundation that's provided an 

annual income for the library, and then there have been other donations, like 

the Heeramaneck library that was donated by Mrs. Heeramaneck in memory 

of her husband, whose Indian collection and Islamic collection and ancient 

Near Eastern collection we bought. There have been large libraries purchased, 

for example Bernard Karpel's library. Bernard Karpel was the librarian at the 

Museum of Modern Art for many years and had formed a private library with 

not only museum catalogs, but with some very rare documentation of 

twentieth-century art. And that has been added to the library, so that it's now 

become a very useful tool, and that of course is really what the purpose of the 

library is. Everything that's bought is analyzed from the point of view: will this 

be something that will save our curators a trip to UCLA or USC or the public 



library or New York or Europe? Is it something that really is a necessary tool 

for the day-to-day work in the museum? And therefore there's a fair amount 

of reference work, reference material, I mean straight reference material—

bibliographies and compendia, biographical surveys, and that kind of thing. 

Then we've tried to keep up on the library catalogs that have been published, 

not only the Library of Congress catalog, which is available in most libraries, 

but also the catalogs of the Metropolitan Museum, of the Fogg, of the Victoria 

and Albert, and the German Institute for Art History in Florence, and many of 

the other catalogs of major art libraries that have become available. So the 

books that are not here at least will be represented by a full title and all the 

information that's necessary to borrow the book by interlibrary loan, and so 

the library does do a thriving business in interlibrary loans because of the 

absence of books. There's no great art library in California anywhere. With the 

combination of the libraries in Los Angeles, at Stanford and Berkeley, one can 

do research in certain fields; but it's rather difficult to really bring a book, let's 

say an art history book, to completion in Los Angeles. Of course the Getty 

Museum, with its tremendous amount of reserves that it will have, will 

probably build a library equal to the Frick or Metropolitan Library, in Los 

Angeles. That's certainly one of their goals, and as you know, as we've 

discussed before, they are interested in building a research center somewhere 

in the vicinity of our museum and UCLA, and the— 

GOODWIN 

We didn't discuss that. 

DONAHUE 

We didn't? 

GOODWIN 

No. 

DONAHUE 

I thought we did, I'm sorry. 

GOODWIN 

No, no. 



DONAHUE 

Well, there is a projection—and how far it's been approved by the trustees or 

how far it's a staff projection I'm not quite sure. But it's been discussed on all 

sides, and certainly the trustees are very well aware of it, as our trustees are 

very well aware, and that eventually the Getty Museum will transform its 

present site into a museum of classical antiquities and move the paintings, the 

furniture, and the research materials— They are developing not only a library 

but also a photographic collection. And there's no great photographic 

collection in this country west of New York but the Frick collection library, and 

unfortunately that has not been maintained in the last twenty years. At one 

time it was beginning to rival the John Witt collection [at the Courtauld 

Institute of Art, London]; but it no longer has received the kind of funds that it 

did earlier from Miss Frick, and as a result it no longer has the status that it 

had. So it's still the best working photographic collection there is in the 

country. Now that's a field in which it is possible to get the material. The 

books are more difficult [to get], but it's possible to get the material, and I 

think that the Getty Museum will build probably the greatest fototeca in this 

country. And at the same time they hope at the same site to build a major art 

library, so that it will be possible for students, not only in this area but 

students and scholars from all over the West, to come and finish their 

publications here instead of having to go to New York to do it, as we all do 

now. And of course they would also in connection with that have a visiting 

scholar program, which has already been initiated, and a publications 

program. 

GOODWIN 

How much money would be available for this kind of institute? 

DONAHUE 

Well, if they have $40 million they certainly are not going to spend the larger 

part of that on the-— Even if they spent more than a half-million dollars, let's 

say, a million dollars a year could work miracles. 

GOODWIN 

Right. But you're suggesting there would be a new museum near the Getty 

Museum? 



DONAHUE 

Right, right. A new Getty Museum. I don't know which one will be called the 

headquarters; maybe it'll just be called the annex of the Getty Museum, or 

wing of the Getty Museum, extension of the Getty Museum, or something. 

That's the thing that we are all looking forward to. 

GOODWIN 

Let's flip-flop to another area of the museum that's perhaps at the opposite 

end of the spectrum, and that is the film program, which has been very active 

over the last several years. 

DONAHUE 

Yes, well, the film program has been very dear to my heart, really. I haven't 

been deeply involved in any aspects of the planning of the program, but the 

existence of it, yes, because I believe very firmly that film is a major art form 

of the twentieth century, if not, along with architecture, the major art form of 

the century. And so again, after my experience at the Museum of Modern Art, 

where I used to slip down, the first years I was there, used to slip down every 

afternoon and see a new film, and had the experience of learning quite a bit 

about the entire history of the film during my years at the Museum of Modern 

Art—there again I felt that wherever I went after that it was important to 

initiate or to develop an existing film program. Here there was no program at 

all, right in the center of the great production of films. Unfortunately, when I 

talked with the board about this, curiously the very people on the board who 

were most against our having such a program, looking at film historically, were 

the filmmakers. And I still remember Taft Schreiber and Hal Wallis saying that, 

especially Taft, films were made to make money, they weren't made to be 

works of art. Taft did offer that if we wanted to establish a collection of films 

of works of art that he would get us some money and he would do his best to 

establish a collection there. He was all in favor of showing films about works of 

art, but not the film as a work of art in itself. That really wasn't what I wanted 

to have, and Rex Stead, who was, as you know, deputy director, Rex was in 

complete agreement. The only position we had open in which it was possible 

to develop a film program was head of education. And so as important as it 

was to develop an educational program at the museum, I felt that that was 

something that the docents were working on, it wasn't a complete absence? 



but there was a complete absence of the film program, and therefore we had 

to do that first. As head of education we got a man named Phil [Philip] 

Chamberlin. Phil had actually, I think, a master's degree in education, so that 

he did qualify for the job, but his great enthusiasm was film. And he started 

the film program. Taft Schreiber and Hal Wallis were not very happy, and so I 

got a committee together that consisted of the two of them and people like 

Arthur Knight— What were some of their names? The people who taught film 

at USC and UCLA, Charles Champlin, and— [tape recorder off] I'm sorry, we 

have to fill in her name later because it just slips my memory now. But one of 

the distinguished film producers was one of the men. He really saved the day 

for us, because Taft again started his diatribe against the film as a work of art, 

and he said in unquotable terms that Taft just didn't know what he was talking 

about. And because of the distinction of this man, Taft sat down and didn't say 

another word, and everybody else voted in favor of our continuing the—and 

agreeing that they would do everything to help our developing a real film 

program at the museum, and that was the turning point. Just that one 

confrontation was the turning point, and from then on the program has been 

such a great success that now it's a delight to hear members of our board 

taking credit for establishing it. 

GOODWIN 

Was there any opposition among, say, the curators? 

DONAHUE 

No, no. In fact, there's really now a happy agreement among everybody that 

it's a great program. In fact, this whole story of the beginning of the program 

is now lost somewhere in history, and Taft is gone, unfortunately, and so 

except for this tape it may never have been discussed. 

GOODWIN 

Actually we haven't discussed music either, at the County Museum. 

DONAHUE 

Well, the music at the museum has taken several directions. As you recall, 

when I was in Florida we had a chamber opera season every year, we had a lot 

of chamber music. But this was all really taken care of by the time I arrived 



here, because the [Monday] evening concerts had traditionally been at the 

museum. From time to time there was a struggle to keep the concerts here 

because somebody or other felt that the theater should not be used for 

outside activities; but they had become so much a part of the museum that I 

don't think anybody thinks of them as being an outside activity, although it is 

an independent organization. In addition to that, we have a curator of music, 

Lawrence Morton, who organizes the Bing concerts that Anna Bing Arnold 

presents usually free or at a nominal cost to members every year. There are 

other concerts. The union sponsors a few concerts at the museum, usually on 

the grounds, or on the plaza or in what we call Anna Bing Arnold's auditorium, 

rather, her outside amphitheater. Then from time to time we've had special 

activities, like the Play of Herod, a dance and dramatic company from India— 

a few things like that. But we really haven't had, aside from the Monday 

Evening Concerts, that is a stable thing, and the regular Bing concerts, we've 

not had an aggressive musical program, as we have had a film program, 

because, well, there are not so many evenings available in the theater? and 

second, there's so much other music in Los Angeles that we feel that we didn't 

have to make up that need in the community. Whereas at the time the film 

program was started, there was just nothing else like it in the community. 

GOODWIN 

Now I'd like for us to talk about modern art in Southern California, and begin 

with the Pasadena Museum. Actually it seems that there's been something of 

a tradition of neglecting modern art, when you think that the [Walter] 

Arensberg collection went to Philadelphia, Galka Scheyer's collection went to 

Pasadena almost by default, and of course today we have another problem. 

DONAHUE 

Yeah, it's really been very sad that we've lost things that have been offered to 

institutions in Los Angeles, including our own museum many years ago before 

it had its new building, and either could not have been accepted because 

there wasn't adequate space or because at that time there wasn't adequate 

interest. Yet, modern art, especially contemporary art, has had a very difficult 

role in Los Angeles, even though I think everyone agrees that it's the second 

important center in the nation for contemporary art. When our museum 

opened, there was a considerable interest on the part of some of our board 



members, not so much in contemporary as in the art of the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries, and I believe we've discussed in an earlier tape 

that there were some members of the board who felt that we should get rid of 

everything else and become a specialized museum of impressionist and post 

impressionist art. That was voted down in favor of being a general museum, 

which was certainly a wise thing to have done, but even that would not have 

provided adequate space for contemporary art. During the early years of the 

museum, let's say the first ten years, there actually was a more aggressive 

program in contemporary art than there's been in recent times. When the 

Pasadena Museum, the new museum, opened as essentially a museum of 

contemporary art, our board felt that it could play that role for the whole 

community, and therefore it wasn't as necessary for our museum to have as 

active a contemporary program as it had been before. So in the same way that 

we don't buy English painting because of the Huntington, and we don't buy 

French furniture because of the Getty, nor do we have many exhibitions in 

those areas—in fact we've had no real exhibitions of either— contemporary 

art was not entirely, but to a greater extent, left to the Pasadena Museum. 

Then when the Pasadena Museum was having financial difficulties, there were 

many discussions between that museum and the board of our museum 

towards the incorporation of the two institutions, and I still think that could 

have been done very successfully. If it had been done, then the Pasadena 

Museum would have become the museum of modern art of the Los Angeles 

County Museum of Art. 

GOODWIN 

Why wasn't it done? 

DONAHUE 

It wasn't done because the final agreement between the two boards was 

never reached—although they were coming fairly close, it seemed to me—at 

the time that Norton Simon made his offer. Which to the trustees at Pasadena 

seemed to be a better offer, because they could keep the integrity of their 

own institution they felt without being a subordinate institution to a larger 

one, and apparently they believed at the time there would be a significant 

section of that museum devoted to contemporary art. Norton, in studying the 

reactions of the people of the community of Pasadena and the visitors to his 



museum, has come to an opposite conclusion, and therefore the large part of 

the contemporary collection is still in the storeroom at Pasadena and not 

shown, except for the Galka Scheyer collection, and that has to be [shown]. I 

think there's an agreement that all or the biggest part of that has to be on 

exhibition at all times; so, that, which is after all a collection of old masters of 

modern art, is shown with the old masters of European art in general, 

GOODWIN 

Was there some fear on the part of County Museum trustees that the county 

couldn't afford to spread its resources among two museums? 

DONAHUE 

That point was raised by a few people, but I don't think it had much to do—I 

don't think it was really— It was a matter that it takes a big institution a long 

time to come to a decision, and that decision was not really reached, nor were 

the trustees of the Pasadena Museum sure that the direction they wanted to 

take was to come with our museum. So that it was still in the negotiating 

stage, and I think it might have come to a successful conclusion if there had 

been no alternative. But as soon as Norton Simon was offered as an 

alternative, that apparently looked better to the Pasadena trustees than the 

association with our museum. A second thing was happening at the same 

time, and that is that there seemed to be in the community an increased 

interest in many other aspects of the history of art. During the early days in 

the sixties, when the museum was first opened, there was still an 

overwhelming interest in contemporary art among the people of Los Angeles, 

and little by little they became— Well, it's part of a general trend through the 

country. Partially through the blockbuster shows, partially through television 

and magazines presenting broader aspects of the history of art and history of 

civilization, there has developed a much broader interest in the entire history 

of art. And so it was not possible to give as much time in the galleries to 

contemporary art as had been given earlier because there was a demand for 

other things. Also, our collection began to take on some form, and that meant 

that as each area developed there were a certain number of enthusiasts in the 

community, and since they were donors to the museum they were interested 

in building up certain areas of the museum. They also wanted to see some 

loan shows. So those new interests of the community were satisfied, both by 



varying the major loan exhibition program to include more the history of art 

and less contemporary art; and second, by the introduction of the minishows, 

what later became installations. Of course those were actually originated by 

the contemporary art department; it was only later that they spread to other 

departments. Maurice Tuchman conceived the idea of those shows that would 

not have to be approved by the board. They would be little shows of things 

that the department felt would be important, one-gallery shows of things that 

the department felt would be important for the people of Los Angeles to see. 

So if Maurice were walking down the street in Amsterdam or in New York or 

right here in Los Angeles and all of a sudden saw an artist that was not known 

here, or a group of artists who were unknown and deserved to be shown in 

Los Angeles, he could just bring them on out and next month show them. 

Well, of course, as everything in a large institution, this became 

bureaucratized after a while, and so now there's a whole process of approvals 

and long preplanning of the installations, as well as of the major exhibitions. 

[Installations are] still one of the means, however, for showing lesser-known 

artists or artists who are not included in the major programs. 

1.16. TAPE NUMBER: VIII, Side Two (June 19, 1980) 

DONAHUE 

For at least a decade, and maybe a little longer, both the board and the staff 

have felt that it would be important to have a separate building for twentieth-

century art. Until now, the twentieth century has been in the same building as 

other works of art, and yet there are different rules that apply to 

contemporary art. If we show something from the fifteenth century, it's 

something that's been selected because it's a work that has been proven by 

time, by the opinions of critics for so many years, generally historical 

acceptance, that it's a work of major importance to represent that period. One 

can't do that with contemporary art, because we don't really know. Alfred 

Barr says that one probably shouldn't show a work in a museum for twenty-

five years, because it takes that time to get enough historical perspective on a 

work to see whether it's going to last or not. But one can't wait twenty-five 

years? we have to show the things that to the present staff, to the present 

specialist, seem to be the things that are of greatest significance today. And 

therefore the rules do have to be different. Many more works of art have to 



be shown, so that the public will have a chance to judge what it is interested 

in, what it finds meaningful in this part of the twentieth century. Consequently 

the attempt to apply the rules to art which is still wet that applied to the old 

weathered and crackled paintings of many years ago, they create great 

problems. It would be much better if one could have a dynamic, active, 

twentieth-century gallery with its own rules and the more established 

historical galleries with their own rules. Not that one couldn't do some 

revolutionary things in the old galleries and some conservative things in the 

new galleries, but basically the conflict between the two wouldn't exist. And 

therefore some years ago an attempt was made to acquire the May Company 

parking structure. Our board had a number of meetings with the 

representatives of the May Company, and an agreement was almost reached 

that the museum would have the present May Company parking structure. 

That would solve all of our parking problems for many years to come, and at 

the same time we'd have the appliance building, which could be used as a 

modern building, as it is temporarily, just remodeled on the inside, and then 

eventually could be torn down and replaced by a high-rise museum of modern 

art. So that would have been really still the ideal solution to a number of the 

museum's problems. But unfortunately, just at the crucial moment that the 

agreement was to be reached, Ohrbach's bought the Seibu department store, 

across the street on Wilshire [Boulevard] from the May Company, and the 

May Company felt that if it sold part of its holdings at that time, part of its 

property at that time, it would look as if it were backing down in front of 

Ohrbach's, that it felt that it was on the way out while Ohrbach's was up and 

coming, and therefore it would lose part of its trade. It was just psychologically 

a bad thing to do then. And unfortunately that project has never been able to 

be resumed, although I'm sure that our board would feel, and I'm sure the 

staff would agree, that anytime that it was possible to acquire that property, 

as desperately as we need parking space as well as space for additional 

galleries, and even in the future if it were to become available and the 

appliance building would be made into an office and administration building 

for the museum, if the gallery needs were satisfied by the new construction 

that's going on, even then it's something that the museum should certainly try 

to do. It was very sad that the whole thing hadn't been accomplished a year 

earlier or six months earlier, because the board was really moving very 



satisfactorily in its negotiations with the May Company until Ohrbach's came 

into the picture. 

GOODWIN 

There was a plan before Proposition 13 to acquire the Prudential property. 

DONAHUE 

Yes, that was the second major plan. The first plan Sidney Brody was very 

much involved in, maybe had initiated, I'm not quite sure. The second plan 

was brought to our attention by Hoyt Leisure and was taken over by Ed Carter, 

who continued the negotiations with the Prudential company. That [plan] was 

to acquire the Prudential building, which was for sale at that time, and 

immediately transform the row of small buildings, beginning with the bank, 

the Security Pacific bank, and extending to what was at that time a pharmacy 

that has become a shoe company in the meantime, that row of buildings, into 

a museum of contemporary art, and using part of the other building for offices 

but renting most of the space to the county for office use so that the building 

would be self-amortizing. The museum would acquire not only the building, 

over the next several decades, but also the land across the street that would 

be available for building by us or by Getty Museum or by anyone else who 

wanted to build part of a cultural center that might have developed then in 

the area between our museum, our present building, and the new buildings. 

But the day Proposition 13 was passed, the negotiations were terminated, and 

within a week the Prudential property was sold to someone else and is no 

longer available. 

GOODWIN 

Now there are plans for the museum to expand on its own property. 

DONAHUE 

Right. And at the same time that the present museum was built, or rather the 

building plans were being developed, a certain amount of land was set aside 

for the museum by the county. And there is an adequate amount of land for 

expansion. For example, on the west side there is the land from somewhat 

north beyond the limits of the museum out to Ogden [Street]. Then on the 

east side there is all the land and, in fact, a little bit more than is included in 



the present garden fence, so that there is room for a major building on the 

east side that could either be directly connected or could be an independent 

building. On the west side there is room for an extension, a significant 

extension, to the Ahmanson building. And the two new wings that are being 

planned, or two new buildings that are being planned, one is an extension of 

the Ahmanson building, which will be constructed to the north of the present 

building but adjoining it on all floors, and that will be connected by a kind of 

bridge, but a gallery bridge, to the present second floor of Hammer. Now the 

major architectural problem, the major functional problem in the buildings 

that we've had, is the inaccessibility of the second floor of the Hammer 

building. Since that building is used primarily for exhibitions, when exhibitions 

were planned to occupy two floors or a floor and a half of the building, then 

that meant that part of it was put upstairs. And we discovered after a short 

time that only a small fraction of the people who came to see the major show 

would finally take that tiny elevator or walk up the stairs to get to the second 

level. So an ad hoc committee was appointed some years ago, with Taft 

Schreiber as chairman. John Walker was a member of the committee, and I 

don't recall who else was on it. But that committee was appointed to study 

the problem of accessibility of that second level. And out of that came two 

proposals: one was an escalator on the south side of the building that would 

take people directly from the outside upstairs, so that it would be just as easily 

accessible as the first level, as the plaza level. The reason for its being outside 

is that the engineer studied the inside and there was no single place inside 

where an up-and-down escalator could be satisfactorily installed, mostly 

because of the position of the two elevator shafts. So that it would be outside, 

looking a little bit like the amphitheater in Pompeii, with those two great 

stairs, really being major architectural elements, running up the facade of the 

amphitheater. Well, the second proposal that came out of that ad hoc 

committee was that whenever a wing was constructed onto the Ahmanson 

building that there would be a bridge connecting that building to the Hammer 

building. Both of those things are going to be done now. Dr. Hammer has 

contributed an extra million and a half to the money that's been contributed 

by the Ahmanson Foundation for the wing, in order to build both the escalator 

and the bridge. The bridge, of the two, I think is even more important, 

because what it will do is establish a continuous space from the present third 

level of the Ahmanson building through the new wing and over through a 



gallery— I want to emphasize that it is a gallery bridge, it isn't just a 

passageway up there, but that it's broad enough to be a good gallery space. 

Through those galleries it'll just be like a long gallery, and one won't even be 

aware necessarily that it's a bridge, into now an equally usable space— It's a 

great space up there. It's always been looked upon as one of the fine spaces in 

the museum, but it's just a matter of accessibility, and now that space can be 

given maximum use. It does mean that conservation will have to be moved 

temporarily from the west end of the building to the east end of the building, 

and I personally hope sincerely that when the next building is planned, the 

modern art building, that there will be a good conservation lab on the top 

floor with good north light that the conservation department has never had. 

GOODWIN 

What are the plans for the other building? 

DONAHUE 

Well, there probably will be an architectural competition to find an architect 

who will be able to develop a building which has its own architectural integrity 

and yet is somewhat compatible with the present building. That doesn't mean 

that it has to have any real stylistic relations to it, just a building that will fit 

into the space without necessarily fighting with the present building. And 

whether that will be actually adjoined to the present Hammer wing, or 

whether it will be a completely independent building, is something that's up to 

the planners and to the architects, whoever wins that competition. The ARCO 

Foundation has given $3.5 million to be matched in funds, which will still build 

a fairly large-size building if the money doesn't go into Cipolino facades. 

GOODWIN 

Is the matching grant on a one-dollar-to-one-dollar basis? 

DONAHUE 

One-dollar-to-one-dollar basis, so there would have to be $7 million available 

for the building. And very likely once the building is planned for $7 million, it'll 

cost $9 or $10 [million]. That money will have to be raised as well, but there 

can be a very handsome building put up for that amount of money. 

GOODWIN 



But its purpose is specifically space for modern art? 

DONAHUE 

Its purpose is space for modern art and, even more, for contemporary art, to 

be sure there is a quite adequate space for contemporary art. ARCO's interest, 

as you know, is very much in contemporary art. They have a contemporary 

gallery which has done some very interesting things in their own office 

building, and they have a collection of contemporary art, and so they want to 

be sure that Los Angeles is able to offer it. Now, from not having any museum 

of modern art, especially contemporary, it seems that Los Angeles will have 

two museums of modern art, or at least contemporary. And what the 

relationship between these two institutions, the one at Bunker Hill and the 

one at our museum, will be, is still to be determined. It may just be that there 

will be a greater emphasis placed in the Bunker Hill museum on exhibitions of 

contemporary artists who are especially not known very well, rather than on 

collections, and that our museum will emphasize collections. That certainly 

has been discussed. Or it may be that they will just function as completely 

independent institutions. We don't know yet. 

GOODWIN 

Do you think it makes sense for this community to try and support two 

separate institutions devoted to modern art? 

DONAHUE 

Well, I would be happier if we had one good institution devoted to modern 

art. But of course New York is able to support the Museum of Modern Art, the 

[Solomon R.] Guggenheim [Museum], and the Whitney [Museum of American 

Art], and at the same time from time to time exhibitions in the Metropolitan, 

so that I suppose Los Angeles can support two. I think it will be important, 

though, for each museum to have its distinction. I think if they just run 

parallel, that maybe neither one of them will be able to do the most 

satisfactory job; but if each one has its own area of concentration, then I think 

they will complement each other very well. As the Whitney with its American 

emphasis complements the other two institutions, although the Guggenheim 

to some extent duplicates what the Museum of Modern Art does, or vice 

versa, but the—So I do think that if there's more of a historical emphasis at 



our museum, more of a current emphasis at the other museum, or some other 

distinction—it doesn't necessarily have to be that one—so that people feel 

that it's necessary to go to both institutions because they're doing something 

different. And I think they can both be successful. Certainly there are enough 

people in Los Angeles to maintain them both, and I think enough interest here 

for the two. 

GOODWIN 

Well, it appears to me that a new museum of modern art downtown is being 

created for at least two reasons: one, and perhaps the major reason, is due to 

the collapse of the former Pasadena Museum. 

DONAHUE 

That's true, yes. 

GOODWIN 

There is no single institution to fill its place. But another reason perhaps is a 

disillusionment on the part of some collectors or artists or even dealers, 

regarding the County Museum. Some people seem to think that there hasn't 

been enough support for contemporary art at the County Museum. To me, it 

would make more sense for the people planning a new museum to get behind 

the County Museum and try and straighten out its problems, and simply 

further develop what already has been developed, because for me the 

modern art works well in relation to the old art, and vice versa. And one 

excellent general history of art museum which runs up to the present is better 

than two separate museums that don't relate to each other. 

DONAHUE 

Well, the great virtue of course is that it shows contemporary art in the 

context of the whole history of art, and not as something isolated. And I 

mentioned earlier that when I had my Sunday afternoon heckle sessions at the 

Museum of Modern Art, back some thirty or forty years ago, that I used to 

send people, tell them not to come back to the Museum of Modern Art, but to 

go to the Metropolitan and study some of the old master paintings Sunday 

after Sunday for a bit, and then to come back, and then all of a sudden 

Cezanne or Picasso or even the more recent artists they would be able to see 



in a new perspective and see much more thoroughly than they could ever by 

just coming back and looking at those same artists. So you're quite right that 

somewhere in the community these artists should be seen in context. And 

obviously I would like to see one major museum too, with all the energy going 

into our institution, but I do think that it's possible for two to flourish. 

GOODWIN 

Well, of course the Weismans [Frederick and Marcia] will have a lot to do with 

either the formation of a new museum or the strengthening of modern art at 

the County Museum, and to me there's a conflict of interest in that Fred 

Weisman is a trustee of the County Museum. 

DONAHUE 

Right. 

GOODWIN 

And yet Marcia is one of the leaders of the new project. 

DONAHUE 

Well, they're divorced, you know, so I suppose that if there were a conflict of 

interest at one time, there's no longer a conflict of interest. No, I think they're 

working together really on the— I think he's certainly kept abreast of the new 

project and must be well aware because part of their collection will go to that 

museum. It's possible that part of their collection will come to our museum as 

well, that the existence of the new one— I haven't talked adequately with 

Marcia about her most recent ideas for that museum, but I gather from earlier 

conversations that there would be much more of a contemporary emphasis 

there. 

GOODWIN 

Well, then there are other important collectors, major collectors of modern 

art, who were associated with the former Pasadena Museum— 

DONAHUE 

Right, like Bob [Robert] Rowan who's now associated with the new museum, 

and who we'd like very much to have had associated with our museum. 



GOODWIN 

And Gifford Phillips was the— 

DONAHUE 

And Gifford Phillips. 

GOODWIN 

—the founding president of the contemporary art council at the County 

Museum. 

DONAHUE 

Right, right. 

GOODWIN 

So it seems that he would have some allegiance to the County Museum, but 

he's also expressed interest in supporting the new museum. 

DONAHUE 

Well, he spends a great amount of his time in the East now, has been for the 

last several years. I don't know how vital a force he's going to be in Los 

Angeles, but he certainly has the respect of the people of Los Angeles, and 

where he is does make a difference from the point of view of public 

acceptance and support from collectors and so on, 

GOODWIN 

Some collectors have criticized the County Museum because they don't think 

that there is a strong spokesman on the County Museum's board for modern 

and contemporary art. 

DONAHUE 

I think we have to divide it, because there are people like Sidney Brody who 

are deeply devoted to the modern art of the early part of the century. 

Actually, on the board the strongest representative of modern art is Michael 

Blankfort, and in a sense Michael is really the spokesman of the contemporary 

art council on the board. His wife [Dorothy] was head of the council when he 



was appointed board member, and he does express himself, and express 

himself very eloquently. Then there is a— 

GOODWIN 

Has he revealed what will happen to his collection? Whether he would like it 

to go to the County Museum? 

DONAHUE 

Oh, I think there's no question there that he will stay with the County 

Museum. And I think that the contemporary art council people in general— 

The really unhappy thing that's happened recently is that Taft Schreiber's 

collection is going to Washington. 

GOODWIN 

To the National Gallery. 

DONAHUE 

No, to the Hirshhorn [Museum]. He and Joe [Joseph] Hirshhorn were very 

close friends for many years. He was on our board also for a number of years, 

resigned from the board, and decided apparently that Washington was a 

better place for his collection than Los Angeles. It's really very sad, because 

there was— 

GOODWIN 

I wasn't aware of that. 

DONAHUE 

—some great things in it. All we're receiving from the collection is one 

painting by Joseph Albers. 

GOODWIN 

Well, it seems that the downfall of the former Pasadena Museum has led to a 

fragmentation of institutional support for contemporary art in Los Angeles. 

The County Museum continues to be involved, and we may have a new 

museum; but we have something called LAICA, the L. A. [Los Angeles] Institute 

of Contemporary Art— 



DONAHUE 

Right. 

GOODWIN 

There are more college and junior college galleries than ever: there's a new 

Museum of Craft and Folk Art, there's a Pacific Asia Museum in Pasadena. My 

opinion is that this amounts to a weakening of support. 

DONAHUE 

Well, I think though just the opposite, that while there is this diffusion, that 

the demise of the old Pasadena Museum has really been the impetus for 

people seriously interested in contemporary art thinking, finally thinking that 

decisions have to be made and something has to be done, and that we may 

very well never have got the money for a building if it hadn't been for that, 

and there might not have been the projection for the new museum downtown 

if it hadn't been for that. I think both of them stem from the downfall of the 

contemporary museum at Pasadena. I'm looking forward to the museum at 

our place being as close a parallel to the Museum of Modern Art in New York 

as [possible]; that will be the model. I think there will be a complete 

reorganization of point of view. There may be separate board members 

appointed for it, and I think that will be very important to have a committee of 

the board made up of people who may be some brand new appointees to the 

board, people who are just as devoted to modern art as most of our board 

members are to a general museum. Then of course there'll be a tremendous 

enlargement of the staff, because there will be a whole building; there'll be 

the possibility of frequent— We're assuming that there'll be some funds 

available, once the space is there, to provide all this, but it'll be necessary to 

have a very large staff to have the number of exhibitions that will justify the 

new building. And as is being discussed, it's not to be a building just for 

permanent collection, but to have as distinguished a permanent collection as 

possible, with the hope of attracting many things from the community that 

have not come to our museum up to now because of the fact that the 

program hasn't satisfied the collectors or that there hasn't been space enough 

to be able really to show the things. So that whether or not the museum 

materializes at Bunker Hill, I think there will be many more things coming to 

the collection. And I think that our museum will become a great center, with 



the kind of augmented staff and a whole new point of view. It'll really be like 

building a new museum right there, even though it's under the general 

administration of the present museum. One thing I can compare it to is if the 

Metropolitan, some years ago, were to have built, if there had been no 

Museum of Modern Art and the Metropolitan were to have built a museum of 

modern art on the grounds and under its general administration, but 

appointed a sort of vice-director for that building and a whole operation, 

almost, let's say, quasi-independent operation there. 

GOODWIN 

Well, on the one hand I feel pleased that there is a great deal of interest in 

contemporary art in Los Angeles, but on the other hand, I'm a little worried 

that maybe there's too much hoopla. I wonder if Los Angeles or Southern 

California has really been the great center for contemporary art that its 

admirers claim. 

DONAHUE 

Well, for that we'll have to wait for Alfred Barr's twenty-five years and find 

out. [laughter] Don't forget there's just as much hoopla in New York. 

GOODWIN 

Oh, for sure, for sure. But in a way I think it's a positive development that 

enthusiasts for contemporary art have gone outside the museums, because a 

museum traditionally is not about contemporary art, and contemporary art 

rather clouds the so-called traditional art museum. Let's talk for a moment 

about museums in a very general sense. Where do you think they're headed in 

the future? 

DONAHUE 

Well, first of all I think they're headed for much more use, just because we're 

becoming a more visual world. If you think of the time of my childhood, that 

was before the days of television, before picture magazines like Life magazine 

and the whole series of picture magazines that have been developed? it was 

before— Well, the film had been started, but it was still in its infancy. America 

had basically a literary culture. And within my own lifetime there's been the 

tremendous transformation that I can see, for example, in my children's 



orientation towards things that are visual. I think that we're on our way to 

becoming a visual society rather than a literary society, and because of this, if 

not for other reasons as well, I think that museums are going to become much 

more centers, much more sources for visual experiences and much more 

centers to which it's necessary to go frequently. At the same time of course 

there's the tremendous interest that's been generated in the history of art, 

first of all by the spread of education, the greater number of people who go to 

colleges; and second by the requirement that most undergraduate colleges 

have, that whatever field you might be going into, whether it's the physical 

sciences or the social sciences or whatever else, every student has to be 

exposed to a general humanities course of some type, which includes a little 

bit of the history of art. So that all these hundreds of thousands of people 

every year who pass through the undergraduate schools of the universities 

have been given some exposure which they just didn't have before. Of course 

the museums have grown to meet that demand, so that we have I don't know 

how many hundreds of times more museums now than when I was a child. 

And for all those and also the general— Aside from the introductions to the 

humanities, the general interest in the history of man, and not just the history 

of treaties and economic development or political development, but the 

history of man as a rational being, as a psychological being, is the kind of thing 

that is such a great preoccupation that if you don't read anything but best-

sellers you're still exposed to it. Who would have ever thought that a book on 

fourteenth-century France could have become a best-seller, as it did last year 

with [A] Distant Mirror, and a best-seller in paperback as well as a best-seller 

in hardcover. That means that people are interested in human development, 

and if they're interested in human development, certainly one of the best 

sources for a deeper understanding and for the firsthand material of human 

development is in a museum. So I think there's going to be a tremendous 

continuation of what has already begun over this past decade, past several 

decades, of people going to museums because they find greater pleasure in 

museums, in the works of art, and going to museums because it's absolutely 

essential to go there in order to see the kinds of things that they read about 

and that give kind of a concrete form to the ideas that they read about. And 

third, it's essential just because it's the more and more popular thing to do, 

and in order to be able to talk at cocktail parties you have to have seen the 

Picasso show in New York, or you have to have seen some show here at the 



County Art Museum, so that I think that there's every reason to assume that 

the use of museums is going to multiply. Now what does that do to a museum 

like ours? And for me I think there's one solution that—maybe there are 

many, many solutions, but one solution that I see for the County Museum is a 

central museum, in its present location, and about five satellite museums. 

Now I don't mean storefront museums, but museums, let's say, like the 

Pasadena Museum, a building of that size and type with a staff that can do 

most of the things that our staff can do in the central building. That is to have 

an educational program, because certainly the education department in all 

these museums is going to be more and more important, and a program of 

relations with the schools in that particular area; to have film programs and 

possibly musical programs and so on, so it means to have an auditorium as 

well; and shows would be organized in the— Well, first of all, that the 

permanent collection, which always outgrows— In any large metropolitan 

museum, whether it's the Louvre or the National Gallery in London or the 

Metropolitan or our museum, the permanent collection will inevitably 

outgrow the size of the building, whatever buildings are built. One of the few 

museums is Philadelphia that put up enough space at one time that it can take 

care of the growth for the next hundred and fifty years, but that's certainly not 

happening here. And the new buildings that are going up, as I see it, they're 

going to be able to take care of the needs of the next decade, but not much 

more than that, and then there will have to be some more space somewhere. 

But instead of adding to the space in the central building, if there could be, 

say, five satellite museums: one over in the [San Fernando] Valley, which 

needs a museum desperately. It depends on what happens to the Norton 

Simon Museum; if that remains there, maybe it wouldn't be necessary there, 

but that could serve as well. If something happens that Norton abandons the 

whole idea of his museum there, then that would be another location. 

Another one in South-Central Los Angeles, and so spread on towards the 

south, because I think thus far from. Malibu the central museum is still easily 

enough available? so it would go to the south and the southeast and the 

southwest. In any event, about five institutions, and then part of the 

permanent collection would circulate to those museums. Now I don't mean 

circulate on a three-month basis, but on the basis of a year to two years, so 

that the educational institutions could plan that for the next two years we're 

going to have courses of the ancient world, and then the medieval—well, we 



don't have enough medieval art, but maybe there will be eventually, there's 

hardly that much available—but of renaissance or emphasis on Spanish or on 

something else. And not only painting and sculpture but decorative arts and 

textiles and the whole cross section of the visual arts would go to each of 

these institutions from the permanent collection, stay there long enough so 

that they could be used, they could really become part of the everyday 

experience of the people in those communities. Then they would move on to 

another one of the satellites, so that means if they were two years away, in 

ten years it would make the circuit of Los Angeles and then come back to the 

central base, and other material would be sent out. So that except for the 

major masterpieces, which I feel should probably not move but which would 

be kind of a handful, really. Maybe when the collection is twenty-five years 

more developed than it is now, I'm only thinking of a hundred pieces that may 

stay permanently in the central museum, because those would be pieces that 

people would come from all over the world to see, and practically everything 

else then could move around to the other institutions. And the loan shows 

also, and especially the kind of things that are planned as installations at our 

museum. Some of those are really wonderful shows, and they're here for six 

weeks or two months at the most, and they disappear. They don't circulate 

anyplace, and they're not publicized like big shows, so only the initiates see 

them. And those shows could then travel to the five institutions. It would take 

some of the pressure, because there will be a space pressure for the public in 

the central museum, it would take away that space pressure and at the same 

time make them part of these other communities. 

GOODWIN 

Who's going to pay for these new museums? 

DONAHUE 

The county. [laughter] The amount of the budget would be just a little nick out 

of that county dollar. If you look at the way the money is spent now on 

welfare and prison systems and police and protection in general and health 

care, the amount that's spent is a slim line out of health care, the amount 

that's spent is a slim line out of that pie for the cultural institutions. It would 

only be necessary to enlarge that slim line just another hair to be able to do 

this kind of thing. And as Baxter Ward once pointed out, it's institutions like 



the county museums, not only ours but the natural history museum, and the 

arboretum, the libraries, and generally the cultural institutions in the county 

that are one of the few ways in which the broad middle class that pays most of 

the taxes is getting something back for its money; so much of the money goes 

into supporting the people who pay the smallest amount of taxes. 

GOODWIN 

It's one of the few positive expressions of our civilization. 

DONAHUE 

But with the combination of— I think some of the resources possibly could 

come from the education department; some of the funds could come from the 

neighborhood organizations or regional organizations and private 

corporations in those communities. But I would think that the main support 

would again have to come from the county and I don't think it's an 

unreasonable thing to ask of the county. 

GOODWIN 

I think you're an optimist. 

DONAHUE 

Well, I think though that optimism is the way things are accomplished. 

GOODWIN 

Seriously, throughout your career, I've noticed this pattern of optimism. 

DONAHUE 

You have to believe that it can be done. 
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GOODWIN 

Today we are in the Mudd Gallery of the Ahmanson building at the County 

Museum, looking at some of the major acquisitions during Mr. Donahue's 

directorship, and at the moment we're standing before the wonderful 

[Georges] de La Tour painting [Magdalen with Smoking Flame]. 



DONAHUE 

I think that's the most important acquisition that we made during the years 

that I was director. At least the most important acquisition of an individual 

work. I won't compare it with the acquisition of an entire civilization, like the 

Indian collection or the Islamic collection, but certainly as an old master 

painting, it is preeminent. Not only because of the rarity of Georges de La 

Tour, but because of the quality of this particular picture within his oeuvre. 

The old handbooks used to say that Rembrandt was quite unique in the 

seventeenth century with his emphasis on human psychology. But we know 

now that he wasn't that unique, that he was part of a broad European 

movement in the early seventeenth century that was interested in human 

feelings, human physical experiences, human emotions. The leader of that 

group in southern Europe was Caravaggio in Italy, whose works were looked 

upon first just as realistic statements, especially by his contemporaries, as far 

too realistic statements in fact— and looked upon as dramatic and sometimes 

overdramatic play of light and shadow. But today we look at those paintings 

primarily from the point of view of what is their human content. And it's just 

incredible. The deep psychological statements that are being made by 

Caravaggio, anticipating Rembrandt by some whole generation. And there 

were a number of artists working through Europe, sometimes directly 

influenced by Caravaggio, sometimes indirectly using a technique somewhat 

similar to his as far as light and shadow and approach to nature is concerned, 

but possibly having developed almost independently. We say almost, because 

they must have known some of his works. And Georges de La Tour is such a 

man who developed outside the major center of artistic creation in France; he 

didn't work in Paris. He was there for a very short time later in his life. But he 

developed quite independently and individually in Lorraine. He must have 

seen works and maybe early in life made a trip to Italy, or made a trip to the 

Netherlands—nobody's quite sure—but being in a town [Lunéville] that was a 

crossroads of traffic between Italy and the northern countries he must have 

seen works of both the northerners and the southerners being done at that 

time. But whatever he took from others he transformed it into something 

quite unique. Now, the baroque as a whole is interested in physical and 

emotional sensations. But Georges de La Tour is a preeminent artist in 

presenting quiet, intense personal feeling, and usually of a religious nature. 

His earlier works are quite amusing and sometimes quite raucous paintings of 



beggars, and beggars fighting, and of gamblers and other subjects that were 

current in the realistic movement of the time. But in the thirties, whether he 

had a religious conversion or whether there was just a demand for this kind of 

painting from the religious orders in his area—whatever it was—in the 

thirties, 1630s, he turned to this very quiet night scene representing human 

loneliness in the midst of a religious experience which has in this darkness, in 

this use of light, a kind of mystical overtone. This painting must be one of his 

earlier paintings in that genre, because it's not yet as abstract as the later 

works. It has a lot of realism about it connecting it with his earlier works, like 

theBeggars' Brawl even at the [J. Paul] Getty Museum. There are realistic 

details in the way the books, for example—to start out with details and then 

come to the figure—in the way the books have the softness of parchment. In 

little hardware-store devices like this candleholder that in later works he 

would have eliminated as being nonessential. But most of all in the figure; for 

this girl, this Magdalen, is a girl we can recognize as a Magdalen who might 

have been walking down the street in his native town. If we go there today, 

we could see girls who look like this, and so there must have been a quite 

individual model, a very young girl. Much too young for the historical 

Magdalen. And she is not represented really as the historical Magdalen, who is 

usually shown as a beautiful nude, or half-nude, with her hair covering part of 

her body and with very little else to wear, dramatically out in a rustic 

landscape, a rugged landscape. Whereas this is a human being. This is a girl, 

experiencing what the Magdalen experienced. It's almost like the Saint 

Ignatius Loyola, who in his Spiritual Exercises said that the devout Catholic 

should meditate on the passion of Christ and try to experience what Christ 

experienced. So this girl is not just— This is not the Magdalen, but it's a girl 

experiencing what the Magdalen experienced. And here we see her thinking 

about sin. Whether she's pregnant or not, we don't know. So it may just be 

that she's a girl who has been a little wayward in her life. But, in any event, 

she's thinking of sin and the consequences of sin and the means of 

redemption, redemption through penance represented by the lash that's here. 

Of course, the simple garments that she's wearing, indicating deprivation from 

the enjoyment of the good things of life, but [redemption] most especially 

through love. Through love, that's seen in the literature of the time in terms of 

a flame that eventually consumes the soul, consumes the whole human being, 



and then one is united with Christ. And the flame here can almost be 

interpreted—can possibly be interpreted as symbolic of that divine love. 

GOODWIN 

The baroque has been your major interest throughout your career, Mr. 

Donahue. What was known about de La Tour when you began your art 

historical studies? 

DONAHUE 

Well, I saw the first exhibition of Georges de La Tour in this country at the 

Knoedler Gallery—I don't know whether it was in 1935 or '36—and he was 

just being discovered. There were half a dozen paintings I think in that show, 

some of which are no longer considered to be Georges de La Tour, that were 

brought together with a group of paintings of the Le Nain brothers, who were 

being discovered at the same time. But there was very, very little known about 

him yet. About 1914 the art historians began to investigate who was this 

painter, but only in a very tentative way, who was this painter who painted 

those strange pictures that were unidentified. Because from the time— Since 

he wasn't working in Paris he wasn't in any of the old literature. He was 

working out there in that remote part of France. Like [Federigo] Barocci 

worked in Urbino instead of working in Rome, and so didn't get the kind of 

attention he might have got otherwise. So Georges de La Tour was working in 

Lorraine, and after he died people just forgot about him. And most of his 

pictures were either just called seventeenth century or attributed to some 

other artist. And some fantastic attributions that had nothing to do with the 

artists to whom they were attributed. So since 1914, but even most especially 

since about the time of that first show in the middle 1930s, his works have 

been rediscovered. But only a few of them, because presumably most of his 

works were destroyed in Lorraine in the great wars that devastated the 

country during his mature years and must have destroyed most of the work 

that he created in his early life especially, and on into the middle years. How a 

painting like this escaped, we don't know. But fortunately it did and was 

preserved. We don't know where it was preserved earlier, but for the last 

hundred and fifty years, it was in the ancestral home of the woman who sold 

it to us and was always, she said, hung in the same room with shutters that 

were rarely opened. So it didn't even get sunlight on it during that period. 



GOODWIN 

The painting is in immaculate condition, I understand. 

DONAHUE 

Yes. I want to conclude that only about thirty-nine paintings are yet known. 

This is the thirty-ninth known painting of Georges de La Tour, so he's as rare 

as— practically as rare as Vermeer and certainly a major importance in 

seventeenth-century painting. Yes, the condition of this painting is just 

incredibly beautiful. It needs cleaning very badly. You see how dark it is. But 

it's in such beautiful condition that nobody wants to even touch it. It does 

have some coats, of old— many coats of discolored varnish. But there is still 

impasto. There's still the very brushstroke of Georges de La Tour, which 

unfortunately has been so often cleaned away in other paintings by this 

master, and as it is by so many paintings of the sixteenth, seventeenth, and 

eighteenth century. 

GOODWIN 

Let's look at another fairly recent acquisition. Another French painting [Jean-

Baptiste Chardin's Soap Bubbles]. 

DONAHUE 

The greatest astonishment we've had when we brought this into the gallery is 

the way this painting works with the Georges de La Tour. We never think of 

Chardin as being a man who was influenced or even looked at the works of 

Georges de La Tour because, of course, he was completely unknown at that 

time. And yet something in that French realistic tradition did continue and 

when Chardin turned from the more frivolous kind of painting, the more 

decorative painting, the more sensuous painting of the rococo of his 

contemporaries like Boucher and Fragonard and the earlier Watteau and his 

followers—when he turned from that to a more realistic representation of the 

simple people, the simple and middle-class people especially in his environs—

he must have somehow looked back to some of the seventeenth-century 

artists; who like especially the Le Nains who were, while not completely 

forgotten, not very well known, but some of their works were still visible. And 

the Le Nains began to be known, not really until the late nineteenth century. 

There was [Moise] Le Valentin; there were other artists of the seventeenth 



century who were known. I think that this painting indicates that he must 

have looked back at them for his use of light coming from a single source 

outside the canvas, emphasizing some aspects of the figure and leaving the 

rest of the canvas in relative darkness. He achieves a considerable amount of 

modeling in this painting just through that use of light. Well, the subject is a 

little bit of an enigma because traditionally the subject of the bubble-blower 

has been a vanity subject. A subject by which the artist illustrated the 

transience of human life. Like a bubble will exist for a moment and then burst. 

On the other hand, in some Dutch seventeenth-century painting, when the 

subject was very popular, it's used not just as a vanitas, but it's used as a 

simple genre scene. And we don't know in Chardin's case whether he was 

interested in using this subject as an allegorical one, or just a little boy 

watching his big brother, or an older boy, blow bubbles. It's often been 

paralleled to a painting of a girl teaching a child to read. And maybe also this is 

the older brother teaching the younger one to blow soap bubbles and 

enjoying it immensely himself. 

GOODWIN 

This picture too has an interesting history regarding its ownership. 

DONAHUE 

Yes, this picture was in the collection of Toulouse-Lautrec, or his family, for 

many years before he was born and after he died. It certainly is one of the 

pictures that he must have seen as a child at home. They had a number of 

chateaux in the area of Toulouse. He mentions this was in one of the hunting 

lodges, which are really more like vacation villas than what we would call 

hunting lodges. And it's a place where he spent a number of years during part 

of his childhood. So we know that he must have seen this picture. One of the 

interesting elements of this picture is its technical components. When the 

show was in Boston—the Chardin exhibition was in Boston—the picture was 

sent there to be seen with, to be studied by the specialists with the two other 

known versions of the picture. One is in the Metropolitan in New York, and 

the other is in the National Gallery in Washington. And nobody knows at this 

moment which one is first, which one is— It's agreed that they're all three by 

the hand of Chardin. The compositions are— The central images are identical, 

but the surrounding, the settings are a little different in each one and the 



technique is a little different in each one. But what is similar in all three is 

something that was discovered only in Boston, and that is they all three have a 

considerable amount of chalk content in the painting. And until that time, 

nobody was able to understand how Chardin achieved that kind of powdery 

effect, that grainy effect in his paint. It was a few years earlier, I think that it 

was Mr. Fellard at the Pittsburgh, the Carnegie Institute—the Mellon Institute, 

excuse me—the Mellon Institute [Carnegie Institute Museum of Art], who had 

proposed that he might have used chalk. And then the study of the number of 

the paintings were made when the Chardin show was in Boston. 

GOODWIN 

We're now looking at another recent acquisition, also made available to the 

museum by the Ahmanson Foundation, a portrait by Frans Hals [Portrait of 

Pieter Tjarck], which is one of my favorites in the museum. 

DONAHUE 

Until the museum acquired this portrait we had four works by Rembrandt, but 

nothing by the next important of his contemporaries, Frans Hals. The 

acquisition, as we have discussed earlier, was one of the most dramatic in the 

history of the museum. We were on the edges of our chairs for about six to 

eight months during the period of acquisition of this painting, not knowing 

whether the owners were going to sell it or not sell it. One day we thought 

they would, the next day we thought they wouldn't. But eventually, especially 

through the activities of Ed Carter, who was chairman of the acquisitions 

committee, they finally agreed and here it is. Except for a few of the very early 

works of Rembrandt, like his own wedding picture, Rembrandt is usually a 

terribly serious artist. Hals is no less serious, but in his early works he's known 

for his bubbling and enthusiastic, exciting paintings that parallel the 

enthusiasm of the young Dutch republic for the type of society that it was 

establishing in the earlier part of the seventeenth century. All those 

companies of merry men who were so pleased with themselves and showing 

off their multicolored finery. In the 1630s, however, Hals began to reflect the 

more stable society that had developed. And this painting has no less a 

brilliant technique than those earlier paintings, but it's already a much more 

sober, a much more introspective kind of work than the earlier ones were, 

looking forward to his very late paintings in which he becomes quite 



intensively introspective. So that it's one of his mature works and [represents] 

a transition, we might say, in his whole approach towards life, from that 

playful and enthusiastic earlier style to the sober late style. But when I say 

sober, I'm really talking about the man himself, who is really a good solid 

citizen and who is very much concerned with his responsibilities to the world, 

his own place in society, his own meaning as a human being. He's not just 

enjoying life as the painters in the earlier Hals works did. There's more to life 

than drinking and conviviality. But at the same time the quickness of the 

brushstroke, the movement of the light—all of these things give him a sense 

of tremendous vitality, which is most evident in the collar and in the cloak, but 

which also extends to the face and into those wonderful mustaches that he 

has, which must have been one of his prides in life that he could have 

mustaches that waved out in the breeze as these do. 

GOODWIN 

But we don't know who the sitter is. 

DONAHUE 

No, it's known. His name is Pieter Tjarck, and he was a manufacturer. 

GOODWIN 

What do you make of this painted frame? 

DONAHUE 

Well, that was one of the techniques that Hals used in quite a number of his 

pictures in order to suggest the reality of the perspective, so that he was able 

to create within a very limited amount of space, here on the picture plane, a 

series of recessions and progressions of form to suggest that there was really a 

space in front of the sitter. Then the frame as you see here recedes to his 

space. He doesn't come much beyond it. His arm is covered by a— In some 

cases a hand or a flower or something will project beyond the frame. In this 

case it's pretty much restricted to the frame, but it creates another— So we 

have a foreground plane, and then we have a secondary plane created by the 

arm and the flower. And then the chair, you see, is at an angle. He isn't just 

sitting like an early American portrait looking forward to us, but he's leaning 

on the back of a chair so that the chair recedes into space and gives us 



another suggestion of a recession of space and the solid reality of this man, 

but still against a simple kind of sculptural background so that it's not an 

unlimited space, but a rather restricted space in which we have a good solid 

relief of the man. Just like in the Chardin, the bubble represented the vanitas, 

represented the shortness of life; so in this portrait the flower could also 

represent the shortness of life. In Dutch engravings of the same time, the 

flower sometimes losing its petals represents the transience of life. But it 

could also be a flower of love, and it could have therefore have been an 

engagement or, rather, a wedding portrait. 

GOODWIN 

Is it likely that the painting was any larger when it was painted? 

DONAHUE 

No. No. 

GOODWIN 

I'm thinking of an extension of this painted frame. 

DONAHUE 

No. Everything that comes in is examined in the lab. And one of the questions 

that's always asked is, was this painting ever any larger? And this painting, the 

edges are the same edges that were there when the painting was made. 

Sometimes paintings have been cut down. Yes, that's true. But in this case, no. 

GOODWIN 

Let's move on and look at some Italian paintings. 

DONAHUE 

Okay. 

GOODWIN 

We're now looking at Fra Bartolommeo's painting of the Holy Family, which 

fills an important gap in the museum's permanent collection. 

DONAHUE 



It certainly does. In fact this—as you recall from our earlier discussions—this 

was the first painting acquired in the new acquisitions program of the 

Ahmanson Foundation for the museum. If I may just repeat a few sentences, 

Bill Ahmanson and Franklin Murphy told me that they would like me to find 

within a month a painting which was, first of all, a major importance in filling a 

gap in the museum collection. Second, one which was a textbook example 

which was so characteristic, both of the man and the period, that anybody 

walking in the room from three hundred feet away would say, "Well, look, 

there's a Raphael!"—a Michelangelo, a Leonardo, or a Rembrandt, whatever 

else. And third, a picture which was large enough that it could be seen easily 

and would be a fairly impressive work. And fourth, a painting that was in 

splendid condition. So this was a considerable order. And then fifth, it was 

within a specific price range. I went to New York, and then to London, 

Amsterdam, Paris, and Zurich. But when I got to London, I went to Agnew's 

[Thomas Agnew & Sons, Ltd.]. I told them exactly what I wanted, and they 

said, "We have it." And the picture they brought out was the Fra Bartolommeo 

and it couldn't have been more perfect in fitting the needs of the museum 

because, I think, of all the things that this collection needs, what we needed 

most desperately was a representation of the Florentine-Roman high 

renaissance. The chances of getting a Michelangelo or a Leonardo or a 

Raphael are not very great. And the next in line in importance and as 

representative of that idealistic, you might say, synthesis of so much of 

fifteenth century that is represented, that synthesis represented in the 

sixteenth century, that harmony of man and nature, that balance within the 

individual figure, and within the composition, that kind of serene outlook on a 

world that man can comprehend with his intellect and that the artist can 

represent as something suggestive of the harmony between man and nature, 

and man and the supernatural, with man just in the middle of these two 

forces of which he himself is made up, these two elements of which he himself 

is made up— all these things are brought together in this painting. And so we 

had, first of all, the painting we needed in the gallery. It's a fairly large 

painting. It's in splendid condition. And it is certainly representative of Fra 

Bartolommeo as well as of [Mariotto] Albertinelli and the other artists working 

in the ambient of Leonardo, Michelangelo, and Raphael in Florence in the end 

of the fifteenth and the beginning of the sixteenth centuries. Of course, while 

it is a Holy Family, the major figure is the Madonna in the center, a rather 



sculpturesque figure, and yet at the same time with a freedom of movement, 

let's say a simplicity of gesture and freedom of movement that doesn't just 

make her a wooden sculpture or a painted sculpture, but it gives her 

something of a vitality. It's again a balance between art and nature, between 

what the artist observed in nature and the way in which he perfected nature 

to make the Madonna a figure which could certainly exist in nature but is 

more perfect than any single human being that we might see in nature. In 

contrast to the Georges de La Tour, where we could walk down the street of 

Nancy or Vic and see such a girl as the Magdalen, here we feel that we would 

never in this world see such a perfect image of a human being as this. Of 

course, she is the focal center of the painting complemented by the figure of 

Saint Joseph bending into the painting to complete the circle of this oval of the 

composition, this arch of the composition above and around the figure, this 

Herculean figure of the young Christ child. Each one, in a Leonardesque sense, 

has its own specific personality and typifies a state of the human being—the 

vigorous child, the benign old man, the ideally beautiful mother—and at the 

same time they are credibly human, let's say. 

GOODWIN 

You've been most devoted professionally to Italian art. 

DONAHUE 

Yes. 

GOODWIN 

How do you account for that? 

DONAHUE 

For what? 

GOODWIN 

Your love of Italian art. 

DONAHUE 

Oh, I suppose it's just where one happens to start. As you know, I worked with 

Professor Krautheimer, who had really his base in Rome, and gave me a good 

injection of enthusiasm for Italian painting when I began. It was just sort of the 



very natural thing. He wasn't very much concerned with northern painting, 

and what I know about northern painting I've learned from my experience 

really in a number of museums. When I was at the Frick Collection, I began to 

know how to look at English painting a bit and developed a taste for English 

painting. Right here in Los Angeles I've had more experience with Dutch 

painting in discussing acquisitions with Ed Carter than ever I've had in my 

academic career. But my academic career was mostly concerned with Italian 

paintings, working first with Krautheimer and then with Walter Friedlaender, 

who was a specialist in Italian and French seventeenth century. 

GOODWIN 

Let's move on to the Veroneses. 

GOODWIN 

This must be one of your favorite corners of the museum. These two 

magnificent Veronese paintings, which were, of course, a centerpiece of the 

recent exhibition ["The Golden Century of Venetian Painting"] which you co-

organized. Why don't you tell us how the exhibition came about. 

DONAHUE 

Well, for many, many years I had been eager to have an exhibition of 

sixteenth-century Venetian painting because there had never been one. 

Imagine the century of Titian, Tintoretto, Veronese, Jacopo Bassano, and so 

many other of the great painters of the Italian history of art had never been 

brought together into a single exhibition— as far as I know, anywhere in the 

world—let's say a single major exhibition. There had been a few gallery 

exhibitions, there had been one or two museum exhibitions of collections 

within certain countries, but no big international exhibition, representative 

international exhibition. And I talked with many colleagues about this, both 

museum colleagues and scholars of Venetian painting, and they always told 

me the same thing: "It's absolutely impossible. You can't get the loans." And 

then finally, it's like the man who had to go to thirteen doctors before he 

found the right diagnosis. Well, finally I found the man who said, "Oh, of 

course we can do it, " and "It's a very exciting thing." And that's Terisio 

Pignatti. A year earlier, I had talked with his colleague Francesco Valcanover in 

the very same house of the Italian consul general [Vittorio Farinelli] here in Los 



Angeles. f And he said, "Oh, no, you can't do a painting exhibition, but you can 

do a Venetian bronze exhibition which would be very exciting." And it really 

would be, but I was still intent on that painting exhibition. So when I talked 

with Pignatti, he said, "Not only can j we do it, but I know our friend Francesco 

Valcanover will be the first one to lend us some paintings from the Academy." 

Valcanover is the superintendent of fine arts I for Venice and also in charge of 

the Academy [Gallerie dell'Accademia] so that— And it's true, he did come 

through with some very distinguished loans, and nobody was | a greater 

supporter of the exhibition, once it was scheduled, than Valcanover was. He 

was sort of the Bernard Baruch behind the exhibition. 

GOODWIN 

What was your plan for the exhibition? 

DONAHUE 

The plan was to, just about as the exhibition turned out, to have a few of 

representative works, including some of the great works in the entire world— 

greatest works in the entire world of the Venetian painters of the sixteenth 

century. What we didn't know at the time when we drew up our first lists, 

including the most fantastic want list you can imagine, we didn't know that we 

were going to be able to get that great room of Titians that we finally did get. 

And some of them happened by the most curious circumstance. 

GOODWIN 

Let's hear about them. 

DONAHUE 

For example, I went to— I made several trips to Europe because many of the 

loans were of such magnitude that it would have not have been possible to 

have acquired them by letter or telegram or telephone. So I made two trips to 

Europe to see the directors and curators of the museums from which we 

wished to borrow. And on the first trip I stopped in Paris to see Pierre 

Rosenberg, whom I've known for many years. And I said to him, "Now, I want 

you to put our friendship aside, because I want to ask you for an extraordinary 

loan." He said, "Okay. Friendship is aside, ask for the loan." I said, "We'd like to 

have the Titian Man with the Glove." He nearly fell out of his seat, because to 



his recollection the painting had never been lent by the Louvre. So he said, 

"Well, it seems impossible, but I'll do my best. Call me back on Friday. " On 

Friday I called back. He said, "No, I've been all the way up the line to the 

Ministry of Culture, and it's just not going to be possible to lend it." However, 

he said, "Michel Laclotte (his colleague there) and I will do our best to find a 

really great picture for the exhibition." So a few months later, Laclotte 

stopped in Los Angeles on his way to Tokyo, and said that they've been talking 

about the exhibition and they had something very special for us: a painting of 

Lorenzo Lotto, of Christ and the Adultress, that nobody alive had ever seen 

because it was covered with so many coats of dirty varnish that nobody's eyes 

could possibly—and even a camera eye could not possibly have penetrated it. 

They said that they would have that painting cleaned and ready for the 

exhibition. Well, that was pretty exciting, especially for the specialists. But 

certainly not for the general public, for whom the Man with the Glove, which 

hangs directly opposite the Mona Lisa in the Louvre, is the Venetian Nona Lisa. 

For Venetian painting [it has] the status that the Mona Lisa has for Florentine 

painting. So things went along. We had a photograph of the partially cleaned 

state. We were waiting for a photograph of the completely cleaned state for 

the catalog. We prepared the text and sent it to the printer. Things were 

moving. About two months before the catalog was to go to press, which 

meant several more months before the exhibition opened, I had a call at 

daybreak one morning from Pierre Rosenberg, and he said, "I'm terribly, 

terribly sorry." Excuse me, there's one thing I have to go back and fill in here—

I'm spoiling the story by doing this, but I left it out—and that is that in the first 

attempt to borrow the Man with the Glove, he said that it really couldn't be 

lent except under the most extenuating circumstances. That's what he found 

out from the Ministry of Culture. So we went on with the Lotto. In that early 

morning call he said, "I'm terribly sorry, but the Lotto will just not be out of 

conservation on time, so we're not going to be able to send it." Then he 

paused. And during that time I thought, "Well, that's the end of any loan from 

the Louvre." And I began thanking him for his kindness, and so on. And he 

said, "However, that creates an extenuating circumstance." And the painting 

appeared. Whether he had been thinking of that extenuating circumstance for 

months and months, we don't know. But happily it turned out that way for us. 

The other painting that came also by— And that was thePortrait of Paul III. 

That was even more of a cliffhanger. On that same trip, my wife and I went to 



Naples to see Raffaello Causa, whom I've also known for many years, to ask if 

we could borrow a painting from Capodimonte [Galleria Nazionale], a Titian 

painting from Capodimonte. So we went first— In the morning we went up to 

Capodimonte to look around the collection. And we decided that probably the 

best painting to ask for was the Portrait of Paul III. They have three, but this is 

the greater of the two single portraits of [Pope] Paul III, and the other one is 

one with his two nephews, which I'm sure under no circumstances could be 

borrowed. They also have the Titian Dana§, one of the versions of the Dana§. 

But we felt that the Paul III would probably be the best for the show. And it 

really is a great picture. So that evening we had an appointment with Raffaello 

Causa, the director, up at the Church of San Martino, in which he lives. After 

the museum closed at one, we came down into town and had a bite of lunch, 

and then began wandering around in the oldest section of town, with those 

little streets and presepio-like houses—apartments—going up on either side 

of them and carts with vendors filling the streets, down where some of the 

great old churches are. We were waiting for churches to open, when going 

down the hill my wife got hit on the back of the shoulder and a boy snatched 

her purse and ran. She ran after him. I didn't know what was happening. I saw 

her running down the hill yelling, "Ladro! Ladro!" ("Thief! Thief!"). And he 

eventually disappeared into one of those hallways. And of course nobody 

there had seen him at all or had seen anything happening. We went to the 

police, and they said, "Could you identify him?" My wife said, "Oh, I'm quite 

sure. I got a good look at him." So they brought out a box of photographs, a 

small box of photographs, of the professional purse snatchers. And then a 

second, and a third, and a fourth, and a fifth box, and a sixth, and a seventh—

they must have had about three thousand photographs of professional purse 

snatchers. So obviously we gave up and went on up the hill to see Causa. We 

didn't mention the purse at first. We talked about the show because we 

wanted to really get to the business at hand, since he knew it wasn't just a 

social visit. And I talked about the show and asked if there's any possibility of 

borrowing the Paul III. And he said, "Oh, no, no, no, no. There's no possibility 

of any loan from Capodimonte. Even if I approved, it wouldn't be approved in 

Rome, so there's no point in talking about it." And then we began to chat, just 

kind of social chit¬chat, and my wife told the story about losing the purse. And 

she said she didn't mind the fact that her traveler's checks were gone because 

those could be replaced. And her airline ticket was gone; that could be 



replaced. Her passport wasn't in it. There wasn't a great amount of money. 

But what she really minded was that her high blood pressure medicine was in 

the purse. "You have high blood pressure? Have you heard how I almost died 

of high blood pressure three years ago?" said Causa. With which they began to 

talk about high blood pressure, and we heard all about his high blood pressure 

history. And then my wife said— They talked about medicines, and it seemed 

that they were talking about the same medicine. So she said, "Do you think I 

could have three pills? One for tonight and two for tomorrow until we get 

back to Rome?" And he said, "Well, I don't know if that would be—if one 

should ever give medicine to another person. But let me take a look at my 

box." So he went out and verified that it was the same number of milligrams, 

and he brought back the box and said, "I'll tell you what. You can have the 

three, and you can have one right now." With which he gave her the one 

tablet and a glass of water. And he turned and said, "Oh, about that Paul III, 

we'll lend it." [laughter] But that wasn't the end of the story. Our loans from 

Italy— We were asking for seventeen loans from Italy. And those have to be 

approved by a body that's called the Consiglio Superiore, the Superior Council 

of the Ministry of Cultural Properties. At the time that we initiated the show, 

one of my close friends, Carlo Argan, and a former neighbor, was the head of 

the council. It was a three-member council. So I felt a little smug about that 

approval. But there was a change in the government, and everytime there's a 

change in the administration, whether it's a total political change with the 

election of a new president or whether it's a change in the Ministry of Cultural 

Properties, there's then a change in the Consiglio Superiore. So, by the time 

we came to present our first request for those seventeen loans, the council 

had been enlarged to thirty from three. But fortunately the head of the 

council was a good friend of Pignatti's, the director of the museum at Verona. 

So they looked rather favorably on the loans, but it wasn't time yet to take 

action. The following year when it was time to begin taking action, the council 

had been reduced, I think, to seven now from thirty, and a different man, who 

was a friend of Valcanover's, was head of the council. So that looked pretty 

good. They moved and they did get an approval for fourteen of the seventeen 

loans. But the three major loans, the Old Womanby Giorgione from the 

Academy, the Concert from the Pitti [Palace], which had been approved by not 

only the director of the Pitti but also by the superintendent of cultural 

properties for Tuscany and by the head of conservation who had just cleaned 



and restored the painting, despite all that, it was still held in abeyance. It 

wasn't turned down, it was just held in abeyance. They put it over for the next 

meeting. And the third was Paul III, which was put over for the next meeting. 

Well, by the time of the next meeting, there was again a change in the council. 

And the head of the council was a man named Cesare Brandi, who was at one 

time the director of the museum in Siena, the Pinacoteca Nazionale in Siena, 

and then was head of the Istituto del Restauro in Rome for many, many, many 

years, the restoration center. And Brandi didn't believe in the loan of any 

painting. So the first thing that that meeting did was to cancel a major show 

that was going to the Soviet Union, a major exchange exhibition. Cancel it out 

entirely. We had happily, as it was presented by a friend of Valcanover's to the 

committee, only the three loans, and not the rest of them. And peremptorily 

the three loans were turned down. So although we had the photographs here 

for them and had the text for the catalog—in fact I think the text was already 

set up— we withdrew them from the catalog. About two weeks before the 

catalog was to go to press, I wrote a letter to Causa saying that the catalog 

was going to press and that I just wanted to tell him again how grateful I was 

for his willingness to lend Paul III. I was just as grateful as if he had lent the 

painting. I got a cable back in a few days saying, "But Paul III is coming." I 

called Pignatti in Venice, and he said, "He's talking through his hat. That has 

now been turned down. Let me check it out in Rome." So he called a friend of 

his at the Ministry of Cultural Properties in Rome, and he said, "Oh no, those 

three loans have been turned down, including the Titian Paul III." So again 

we— So I sent a telegram saying that I'm terribly sorry, I just heard that the 

Consiglio Superiore has turned it down and there's no chance of bringing it up 

again. And Pignatti kept saying, "Don't rock the boat by trying to put any 

pressure on to get those other three loans because we might get the fourteen 

canceled that weren't taken up for reconsideration." But I got a telegram back 

two days later from Causa saying, "Paul III will be there." Since [Pope] John 

Paul [II] couldn't get to Los Angeles, Paul III was going to make it. And I called 

Pignatti back, and he returned the call a few minutes later saying, "Well, he's 

performed a miracle." Causa went to Rome, talked with an old friend of his 

who had been appointed as minister of foreign affairs and above the minister 

of cultural properties, who told him to grant the loan. I didn't think anybody in 

the whole of Italy could override the Consiglio Superiore, but apparently it's 

possible. And Paul III came. 



GOODWIN 

What were your thoughts once the exhibition was installed? 

DONAHUE 

Well, I was absolutely delighted because we did have, beginning with 

the Frizzoni Madonna of Giovanni Bellini, which of the three hundred-odd 

paintings of the Madonna and Child that Giovanni Bellini painted, the Frizzoni 

Madonna is the most reproduced, the most famous of the whole lot. Through 

a painting like that late and absolutely marvelous and incredible painting, The 

Drunkenness of Noah of Giovanni Bellini from Besançon, in which that old man 

in his eighties [Bellini] was really out there with the avant-garde. As I said at 

the time, it was as if Monet and Renoir, who were still living well into the 

twentieth century, had begun painting Cubist things in 1909 and 1910. And 

there he was with Titian and the other young fellows right there in the new 

techniques. On through the series of very fine Lorenzo Lottos, including the 

painting from the Metropolitan of the Portrait of Fra [Gregorio] Belo, who is, I 

think, one of the really most splendid of the Lotto paintings. And as a number 

of the visitors said, "Well, Rembrandt must have seen this." Again, while we're 

talking about the very first room, that indication that Rembrandt gets all the 

credit for psychological penetration of human beings. But here Lotto had 

made a very penetrating psychological study of Fra Gregorio Belo—that's his 

name—in that picture. But coming to that great Titian room, and that was the 

really breathtaking room. If you think of the Man with the Glove from the 

Louvre, the Self-Portraitfrom—well, the Paul III next, from the Capodimonte in 

Naples, the Self- Portrait from Berlin [Staatliche Museen Preussischer 

Kulturbesitz], the Venus [with a Mirror and Two Cupids]from the National 

Gallery [Washington, D. C.], and the Deposition [Entombment of Christ] from 

the Prado, where can one find a group of Titians like that assembled anywhere 

else in the world? The Tintorettos covered that artist better through his whole 

chronology than any other artist was covered. We were fortunately able to 

get—what was it?—about nine Tintorettos, starting with his very earliest work 

and going through to one of his very latest works, including the first showing 

of that tremendous sketch for the Paradise in the Ducal Palace. 

GOODWIN 

Where did that come from? 



DONAHUE 

We still don't know who the owner of that is. But I was told by—and I don't 

know if I can use his name— but anyway I was told by one of our colleagues, 

our local colleagues, a colleague in another museum here who was interested 

in the painting for his own collection, I was told that the painting existed—I 

didn't know about it at that time—and that Marco Grassi in New York was 

cleaning it. So I called Marco, whom I've known for a long time, and asked him 

what the possibilities were of borrowing it. He said, well, he would investigate 

with the owners who live in Switzerland. He wrote back saying the owners 

would be happy to lend it. And from that moment on, everything was signed. 

He was given power of attorney by the owners, and everything was signed by 

the owners. He would send a copy of the document to Switzerland. They 

would sign it for his files, and he would sign our copy for our files? so we still 

haven't the slightest of who owns the painting. But it got here. 

GOODWIN 

Right. I think one of the biggest surprises of the show was [Jacopo] Bassano— 

DONAHUE 

Right, right. 

GOODWIN 

—to see what a major artist he appeared in comparison to all the other major 

artists. 

DONAHUE 

Right, and there again we were extremely fortunate. Certainly, Norton Simon's 

painting [Bassano's Flight into Egypt] is— And of course to go back earlier, 

Norton Simon's Bellini portrait [Portrait of Joerg Fugger] is one of the earliest 

of the great Venetian portraits and possibly the first portrait done by Giovanni 

Bellini, the earliest extant portrait by Giovanni Bellini. But it's really right now 

the kind of cornerstone of Venetian portraiture. But, of the Bassanos, each 

one of them was a gem in its own way. The only thing that was missing was 

one of the much more abstract, kind of mannerist abstract paintings, like 

the Beheading of Saint John in Stockholm. But otherwise the aspects of his 

work, from that [Flight into Egypt of] Norton's in which there was a 



combination of his own reinterpretation of mannerist, or rather absorption of 

mannerist elements and uniting them with his interests in the nature around 

him, to a, really, in the Titian painting of what is probably the first really direct 

painting of a landscape, real landscape painting in Italy, to one of his late 

glistening jewel-like paintings. 

GOODWIN 

Unfortunately we're running out of time, and I want you to mention your 

current project. 

DONAHUE 

Well, what I'm working on right now is the beginning of a project which will 

take some fifty years or so to complete. So if I can just get it started I'll be very 

happy. And that's something that I've been thinking about, and I would have 

made my life's work if I had not come into the museum profession, if I had 

stayed in an academic area. And that is the publication, or a republication, of 

the major sources of the history of art from [Lorenzo] Ghiberti's Commentarii 

through the eighteenth century in the original languages, plus an English 

translation, and both art historical and philological footnotes, as complete a 

complement of footnotes as is usable in this case. Each one will not be a 

thorough monograph on each artist that's discussed, one has to be reasonable 

about it. But, let's say, what [Gaetano] Milanesi did for [Giorgio] Vasari, we'd 

like to have that kind of an edition for each of the major— Well, about thirty 

biographical sources of history of art. 

GOODWIN 

What are your thoughts in retrospect about a career as an art historian? It was 

almost by chance that you met Krautheimer in Louisville, and the world 

changed for you. 

DONAHUE 

Oh, I'm delighted that it did. Every now and then I think it might have been 

more exciting if I had stayed in political science and gone into something, into 

diplomatic work, because one of the more exciting things, I would have spent 

more time living abroad. But, aside from that, the daily content of the work, 

the kind of aesthetic experiences and general cultural experiences that one 



has, the kind of people that one is able to work with—all of those are really so 

ideal that I think that it is a splendid career, and I'm only sorry that my son 

didn't follow in my footsteps instead of going into law. In fact one of our 

trustees once said that: "You do everyday what the rest of us have to save up 

and work for until we retire." 

GOODWIN 

I want to thank you, Mr. Donahue, for participating in this program. It's been a 

great pleasure. 
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