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TAPE NUMBER: I, SIDE ONE

JANUARY 19, 1988

RATNER: Before we begin our discussion of the Pasadena Art
Museum, I was hoping you could tell me a little bit about
your family background, where you grew up, that sort of
thing.

LEAVITT: Well, I'm a native of Boston and grew up in
Wellesley Hills, which is a suburb, and went to high school
there, and then off to Middlebury College in Vermont, where
I graduated with an A.B. in 1951. Then I went on to Boston
University, after getting married, for a year of graduate
work and received a master's degree in art history from
there. Then I went on to Harvard, where it took me really
about five years to get a Ph.D.--two years of residency,
two years of working at the Fogg Art Museum as assistant to
the director, and then a year off for working on the
thesis. Then, let's see, in the spring of 1957, before
receiving my doctorate, I went to Washington to work as the
executive director of the Fine Arts Committee of the People
to People Program. This was a program started by President
[Dwight D.] Eisenhower to encourage exchange between
Americans and people of other countries on a personal
level, not an institutional, governmental level, and the
program was to involve exchanging scholars, museum people,

artists, and some exhibitions perhaps. Since it was to be



nongovernmental, of course we had to find money for it,
and most of my time was spent just trying to write grant
proposals for the Ford Foundation and other people. It
gave me valuable time to work on my thesis because it
really wasn't a full-time job at that point, and I did
manage to finish writing it and then soon decided that I
really didn't 1like this kind of work and that I really
wanted to be back in a museum. I had a choice of being a
lecturer at the Frick Museum in New York City or an
administrative aide at the Cincinnati Art Museum or an
assistant director at the Honolulu Academy, which is the
art museum in Hawaii, which was very hard to pass up, but I
eventually was offered the directorship at the Pasadena
[Art Museum], so I went there instead. That was in the fall
of 1957.

RATNER: What was your thesis on?

LEAVITT: On the nineteenth-century American landscape
painter George Loring Brown, who was a very interesting
character, although not a very great painter I'm afraid.
He was born in the romantic age, in 1814, and actually
knew Washington Allston, who was one of the great romantic
painters in America, and then he went to Europe for twenty
years and learned to paint really in Europe and developed
his own personal style in Italy. [He] then came back to

this country to set the art scene on its ear and really had



some success for a few years, but then the Civil War came
and nobody was buying paintings, and after that the
Barbizon School influence on the one hand and the Pre-
Raphaelite influence in England on the other sort of
eclipsed his style of painting. The remaining years of his
life up to his death in 1889 were spent rather bitterly
complaining about his position, but he spanned the whole
period from romanticism to impressionism, so he was a very
interesting person to study.

RATNER: How did your interest in the arts develop?

LEAVITT: There was a lot of talk and concern about art in
my family. My grandfather--maternal grandfather--was a
sculptor in Boston when people were commissioning large
monuments, so he was quite successful. My father [Richard
C. Leavitt] was a painter, a watercolor painter, but more
by avocation than by vocation. He was an advertising artist
by profession. So there was quite a bit of art in the
family, and discussion about it, and I had studied art for a
while at Middlebury, but soon found that I was more inter-
ested in what other people were doing than what I was doing,
so it seemed natural that I go on and be an art historian.
RATNER: In some of the information that I was looking at
to prepare for this series of interviews it said that you
were assistant director at the Fogg before you came to the

Pasadena.



LEAVITT: Well, yes, except they left out the preposition
"to." I was assistant to the director, which is a very
different thing from assistant director. It was my first
museum job and quite unexpected. I was just drawn out of
an examination and asked to report to the director, and I
was really dumbfounded when he offered me the position. I
stayed there two years and learned a great deal and met a
great many people in the museum field at that time. So
that's what really set me on the road to being a museum
director rather than a teacher.

RATNER: Then how did you hear about the job in Pasadena?
LEAVITT: I sent my résumé out and they invited me out for
an interview, so I flew out--first time I'd been to
California--and talked to members of the board and was
wined and dined and shown around the museum a bit. I later
heard of some of the discussions they had about it.
[laughter] Eventually they offered me the position. And
so I drove out in my Volkswagen with my dog while my wife
[then Jane Ayer Leavitt] and two kids [Katherine and Nancy
Leavitt] came later by plane.

RATNER: What did you know about the museum before you
accepted the position?

LEAVITT: Well, I didn't really know too much about the
museum. I knew that they did not have a director and that

they'd been without one for some time, actually at least



six months, maybe longer. What sold me on the position was
going into a storage room and seeing the Galka Scheyer
[Blue Four] Collection there, which was just staggering.
To find such fine paintings in a closet in Pasadena was
just astounding for me. So it was something to work with,
and it seemed also a museum where they were looking for
some direction. Later of course I found out a lot more
about the history of the museum, [laughter] but I still
would have taken it.

RATNER: What was your job description?

LEAVITT: Well, I suppose it's pretty much what all museums
want, that is, museum trustees want--which is to lead the
institution, to put on fine exhibitions, to help raise
funds, and be the spiritual leader of the museum. It
turned out I don't think that's exactly what they wanted,
but that was something else.

RATNER: What was the composition of the staff in '57?
LEAVITT: I can't remember exactly. There was a well-
formed education program with an education director; there
was I think virtually no curatorial staff; there was a
secretary who had been there for a long time, and a
registrar--a combination I think of a registrar/accountant
person; and a custodian who had been there for a long time,
Carl Pongratz, a wonderful man who was also the preparator

and actually did everything physical in the building. And



I think that was about it. There may have one or two
more. There was a membership secretary. I can't remember
her name, but she was quite imposing.
RATNER: So beyond the Galka Scheyer collection, which of
course is wonderful, how would you characterize the rest of
the permanent collection at that point?
LEAVITT: Well, very miscellaneous. There were some good
things in it--I suppose all of them are gone by now--but
there were a few good oriental things, a very fine Tang
dynasty horse, very large. There were a number of older
paintings, o0ld master paintings, and American paintings,
but not enough to really call a collection. There were
just individual pieces. And there were quite a few
contemporary works, mainly by Los Angeles artists, some of
which had been purchased from the annuals that were held at
the museum.

When I arrived, as I mentioned, they had been without
a director for some time, and the history had been rather
checkered. They had had a number of directors, the most
effective of whom I guess was-- Well, the earliest that I
knew about was Kenneth Ross, who later became director of
the [City of Los Angeles] Municipal Arts Department. He
was there for a while, and not-- I don't know why they let
him go, but the parting was not all amicable I

understand. And then John Palmer Leeper went there, and he



was the one who negotiated the Galka Scheyer collection
coming to the museum. It had been in limbo for about eight
years, since Galka Scheyer's death, and he was the one who
finally persuaded the executors to deposit the collection
in Pasadena. I think he was quite successful and went on
to become director of the Marion Koogler McNay [Art] Museum
in San Antonio, and is still there. Then Joe [Joseph]
Fulton was director for a while and had problems and was
let go, and then they didn't have a director for a while
but would get in guest curators to organize exhibitions,
like a large show of the Galka Scheyer collection, and also
a [Marc] Chagall show ["Chagall Seventieth Anniversary
Exhibition"] that everybody was very proud of at the
museum.

But the museum, for the past six months at least,
really had been run by the Art Alliance [of the Pasadena
Art Museum], a formidable group of then young women who
were quite wonderful and full of energy and strength and
knew, or felt they knew, just what the museum should be and
do. The trustees were very grateful I think to have them
around because they did provide the energy. The trustees
were rather a staid lot who, however, by the time I arrived
had been sort of coopted by the [Art] Alliance, and the
leadership was coming from that group rather than from the

old-timers on the board of trustees. That was the



situation when I arrived. It was a lot for a twenty-seven-
year-old to cope with. I had a couple of years of really
kind of a rough time learning--what to do and how to sort
of grab the leadership of the museum and direct it. But
there wasn't any ill will. I don't think anybody was trying
to take over or run things. It was more just a matter of
the tremendous energy that some people in the group had and
the need to express it and maybe a lack of patience with me
learning the ropes at that stage. Nevertheless, we had a
pretty good time and a good program. For the first nine
months my family and I lived in the museum itself.

RATNER: Oh, really?

LEAVITT: The upstairs in the Grace Nicholson building,
where the museum was located on Los Robles Avenue, was an
apartment. Part of it was an apartment. The education
department was up there, and some offices, but about one
quarter of it was a rather sumptuous apartment if you had
the right furniture. Of course I had no furniture and it
was pretty sparse. Also it was a little difficult to have
a family there--two young kids and a big golden

retriever. But it was fun in a way, and we survived nine
months there and then moved out to a little house in the
Arroyo. What would you like to know about there?

RATNER: Could you tell me if ybu had a sense of what the

perception of the museum was within the art community at



that time?

LEAVITT: It was really quite small, and the budget was
small. I think it was just about a hundred thousand a
year, if that. The exhibitions--there had been a couple of
major exhibitions as I had mentioned, and they had given
the museum some visibility in the Los Angeles community by
the time I arrived. There was also an annual exhibition of
Los Angeles and Pasadena area artists, which was an ongoing
tradition, as well as a very newly conceived California
Design program which had begun under Clifford Nelson. So
the museum had some reputation, but it wasn't really
focused on contemporary art very much, and there wasn't--
It was kind of a miscellaneous, small institution at the
time.

What I did was to focus it more toward the
contemporary, because it was what interested me, and also
some exhibitions in that area we could afford a little more
easily. I think the first exhibition of any size that we
did was a national print competition. I felt that this
would give us some nationwide notice as well as local
notice, and so we advertised nationally and received, I
forget how many, but a great many entries from all over the
country. Then we got very good jurors: Lessing Rosenwald;
A. Hyatt Mayor, curator of prints at the Metropolitan

[Museum of Art] came one time; Fred [Frederick] Grunwald,



whose collection is at UCLA--now, he wasn't involved there
then, but he was a collector in Los Angeles at the time--I
forget, but some very big names in the print field were
acting as jurors. We raised quite a bit of prize money, so
we purchased quite a number of the prints for the
collection and it was I think quite successful. We also
had a historical section of the exhibition, which included
old master printmakers from [Albrecht] Diirer and Japanese
prints to Rembrandt and a wide range of things which we
obtained from New York City dealers partly, and made sure
people knew they were available to purchase, trying to
stimulate collectors in prints. So that was the first
effort. I think that was in the spring of '58 I guess, if
I remember right.

And then the next sort of large exhibition was a show
that I put together in the fall of '58 called "The New
Renaissance in Italy." That was quite an ambitious
undertaking for a little museum such as ours, and I went to
New York and talked to dealers and museums to get them to
lend to us works by Italian artists from the time of the
futurists before the First World War right up to the
present, with the idea of highlighting what seemed at that
time to be a rather exciting new development in the course
of art. I think it never really blossomed to the extent

that it seemed to be at that time, but it was a show that
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got national attention, and also brought me I think to the
attention of the museum profession more. It was after that
show that Rick [Richard F.] Brown, who was director of the
Los Angeles County Museum [of Art] at the time, got me into
the Association of Art Museum Directors as I think the
youngest person ever to be admitted at that time. I'm sure
there have been younger members since. So it was quite an
exciting start and sort of set the direction of the museum.
RATNER: How supportive was the board of this new
contemporary direction?

LEAVITT: Well, the Art Alliance people were really quite
supportive of it. I think some of the older members of the
board grumbled a bit about it, but it was clear that the
Art Alliance had the power and were the ones who were
actively raising funds and so on. So they were happy with
it. I forget just who, but some of them and some of the
trustees wanted me next to do a Georges Braque exhibition,
and I didn't really want to do it because I thought it
would be very difficult to do, and as it turned out it was
very difficult to do. We did put together an exhibition
and borrowed some fine paintings, but it really wasn't a
first-class show. Museums wouldn't lend major works:;
Braque was just too important an artist for them to lend
important paintings. So it was okay, but it sort of jelled

in my mind the idea that I wouldn't put on exhibitions that
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I didn't want to put on. It just didn't work very well.
And I've tried also since that time not to force curators
to organize shows that they really don't have their hearts
in. It just isn't a good way of operating I think. But by
and large, the board was very supportive. The board was
headed at the time by Eudorah Moore, who was a very
powerful powerhouse of a woman and was leader of the Art
Alliance and went from there to be chairman of the board or
president of the board. She was really quite wonderfully
supportive on the one hand, but also very difficult to work
with and trying on the other. Impatient I guess-- She knew
just how things ought to be done, and if I wasn't doing
them that way she had no hesitation in telling me so. And
so we had lots of times of tension in those years, but they
certainly were basically supportive, including Eudie Moore.
RATNER: What was the general composition of the board at
that time in terms of diversified interests and
capabilities, that sort of thing?

LEAVITT: Well, there were old lawyers, Bob [Robert] Dunlap
and Dana Smith, and then some other younger people,
manufacturers who had made a name--I can't remember all of
their names right now--good and loyal people--new wealth--
who were willing to help the museum, and a few sort of old
Pasadena ladies of the stereotype sort, and then a whole

other group of young Art Alliance graduates who supported

12



the new ideas. There was also an artist, Leonard
Edmondson, on the board at that time, who was a good friend
and ally in many a struggle. It was probably a pretty good
board, but not a high-powered board. They weren't used to
raising large sums of money. They had ideas about moving
to Carmelita Park, but it wasn't until I'd been there four
or five years that they really got moving toward the
project of building a new museum.

RATNER: 1I'll want to go ahead and ask a little bit more
about that in a few minutes, but I just wanted to ask you a
few more questions about the board itself. How would you
characterize the ability to raise money in Pasadena at that
time?

LEAVITT: Well, there were some old families--Mrs.
[Elizabeth] Crossett and a few other people who had old
money, and they occasionally came through splendidly. But
they were not people who had earned the money and they were
essentially clipping coupons, and so it was I think
difficult to expect them to give large sums of money. Also
there were the lawyers I mentioned and businessmen, Harold
Jurgensen among them, who had considerable amounts of money
and again were not used to giving at a very high level but
were more optimistic about raising the funds and getting
other people to. And then there were younger men of high-

tech firms who were an unknown quantity, but it was
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expected that they would perhaps contribute quite
handsomely to the museum one way or another. There was
some feeling that the museum should keep its existing
property and simply expand into the parking lot next door,
but the lure of a new situation was too much, especially
since the land at Carmelita Park was available. So 1'd say
that their fund-raising capacity was adequate for the
operation of the old museum. They really had pretty much a
balanced budget for most of the years that I was there, but
the program wasn't as ambitious as it later became.

RATNER: You mentioned that Leonard Edmondson had been on
the board at that time, and then at another point, I think
maybe while you were there, Emerson Woelffer was also on
the board, and I think an art critic, Jules Langsner, was
also on.

LEAVITT: Well, Jules had been the person that the board,
really the Art Alliance, had hired to do the Chagall
exhibition and the Blue Four exhibition. He was a
wonderful man, an art critic of real scope and ability, but
a terrible administrator, so they knew they didn't want him
to be the director of the museum. I can't remember if he
was actually on the board. He may have been.

RATNER: Maybe it was earlier, maybe it was before you were
there.

LEAVITT: It might have been. If he was on the board when
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I was there, he didn't come to meetings. Don [Donald]
Goodall was on the board at the time. He was an art
historian and chairman of the art department at USC
[University of Southern California] and I think very
influential with the Art Alliance people at the time, and
usually on the right side of things from my point of view.
RATNER: What kind of effort was made to continue having an
artist sit on the board?

LEAVITT: Well, I felt that it would be a very good thing
to have an artist on the board, at least one or two, who
could help make the pitch for contemporary art when some of
the people wanted to do things that were more broadly
appealing at the time. And also some of the things we did
weren't so palatable for large numbers. We got into
trouble a number of times with various exhibitions, with
various groups in the community, and so it would help to
have artists around to explain things. We also had a very
active art committee who considered acquisitions and
exhibitions, and other artists were on that group,
particularly Richards Ruben, who was very helpful at that
time.

RATNER: I haven't come across anything about that
committee really.

LEAVITT: It was very important. It was there that the

decisions were made which exhibitions would be held. We
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didn't really have funds to acquire very much, but as far
as it went we consulted that group.

RATNER: Did you have to go back to the board with the
exhibition schedule? Or it was decided within that group?
LEAVITT: It was pretty much pro forma. When the art
committee had decided, then the whole group would approve
it. I don't think they ever raised any serious question
unless it was one of money or something.

RATNER: And who decided who was on that art committee?
LEAVITT: I can't remember how they were selected. I think
essentially Eudie Moore and I just talked it over and put
up their names and the board approved them.

RATNER: Did that same committee discuss deaccessioning?
Or was that just an acquisition committee?

LEAVITT: They would have discussed it. I don't think we
did much of any deaccessioning at the time when I was
there. We still had plenty of room in storage and were
looking to build a collection rather than refine it at that
time.

RATNER: So in terms of autonomy with your day-to-day
decisions as to how you were to run the museum, I guess
what you're saying is that the major influence came from
the Art Alliance rather than the board of directors.
LEAVITT: The main energy of the museum was supplied by the

Art Alliance, that's right.
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RATNER: So how--I don't want to say interfere--how much
guidance did they give you in terms of day-to-day
decisions? Or were you fairly autonomous in that regard?
LEAVITT: Not many of them interfered very much. There
were different committees on which some of them served so
that decisions would have been made. I guess my main
problem with them was in terms of social things, both in
terms of what I should be doing, although they were pretty
good about that. My wife didn't like to entertain and
really didn't like to socialize very much, and so I didn't
have to do a lot of it although I knew that they wanted me
to do more. But on the other hand, the socializing at the
museum was a real problem. They had an annual ball which
seemed to many members of the Art Alliance, at least from
my perspective, to be the most important thing the museum
did. And it had raised some money, but in years when I was
there, and I think just before, it really would be lucky to
break even, because they were so carried away by
preparations for the ball that there wasn't much money left
over at the end of it. A tremendous amount of energy and
time--of my time--went into the preparations of that--that
and a yearly treasure sale [Treasure Chest]. I can't
remember exactly what it was called--

RATNER: I think it was called the treasure sale, the

Treasure Chest sale.

17



LEAVITT: Something of that sort. It took up large amounts
of the exhibition schedule because it was held in the
museum, and also took a lot of staff time, and as far as I
was concerned distracted from what we were really there to
do. And so there was some friction about that. But they
won. I wasn't about to challenge them on it, but it was a
source of difficulty for a number of years.

I think gradually my position got stronger and
stronger in relation to the Art Alliance, and although
there were lingering dissatisfactions I think with the
social end of things, they seemed to accept more and more
the direction that I saw for the museum and the emphasis on
contemporary art and so on that we established. It wasn't
all contemporary though. We did some earlier things too.
It wasn't official policy that it was a museum of
contemporary art at that time at all. In fact, some of the
paintings I liked best were earlier things that were in the
collection. We did a fine exhibition of a collection of
the Hudson River School owned by George McMurray of
Glendale; it was one of the year's major exhibitions. That
must have been somewhere around '60 or '61 I guess.

RATNER: What was the official policy during those early
years?
LEAVITT: There really wasn't one. There wasn't one that

was stated as far as I remember. We had essentially a
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series of one-person shows, which did not have a catalog
unfortunately. But those included avant-garde art, people
that were just beginning to get known. We did early exhi-
bitions of Robert Irwin, Ed [Edward] Kienholz, Llyn Foulkes,
Peter Voulkos, and some older artists: Peter Krasnow--
RATNER: So, local people?

LEAVITT: But Los Angeles people. We considered Southern
California our main focus, although we did have a major
[Richard] Diebenkorn exhibition early on, also a Sam
Francis show at that time. Other important exhibitions I
guess were the German expressionist show ["Major German
Expressionism Exhibition"], which was in keeping with the
Galka Scheyer collection. We borrowed a great many works
from museums and dealers throughout the country. We also
did an exhibition of "A Decade in the Contemporary
Galleries" at the museum, which was a kind of summary of
the one-person shows to date. And every year, at least
until near the end of my stay there, we did the annual of
the Los Angeles region.

RATNER: How did you feel about that type of exhibition?
LEAVITT: Well, we saw the writing on the wall I think.

The Los Angeles County Museum also had one, and they
stopped it a few years before we did I think. The day of
the effective competitive exhibition seemed to be about

over. The main artists, the really top-notch artists
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wouldn't submit, and since you had to turn down eight or
ten artists for every one you accepted, you made eight or
ten enemies for every friend. [laughter] It didn't seem
to mean much to the artists after a while, so we eventually
discontinued it.

RATNER: While you were there it was discontinued?

LEAVITT: I can't remember exactly when it was. I don't

remember it in the last years that I was there.
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RATNER: Which of the exhibitions that you organized, or
more than one, were your favorites?

LEAVITT: Well, it's hard to say. I guess the "New
Renaissance in Italy" remains a kind of favorite of mine
because I think it was a very good show, even though
history didn't bear out its importance perhaps. But we
were able to get remarkable things, and I still remember
the elation when we would find a new artist of real
importance and succeed in getting some paintings by him or
her. I remember a number of the shows.

Shortly after I arrived, we did an exhibition of the
work of William Millarc, who was a Los Angeles artist, or
at least Southern California artist, who had been kind of a
renegade I guess. He painted in a strange kind of cubist
style, almost futurist I guess, and was a very disturbed
individual. Eventually he committed suicide and had done
so a few years [before the exhibition]. But we acquired a
major work of his, The Tiger. I don't know whether that's
still there. Probably not. But he was very highly
regarded by artists in Los Angeles and a kind of a cult
figure. So we did an exhibition, and I guess this was the
first time I sort of got into trouble. Some enterprising

reporter for the Pasadena paper went around to all the
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churches in town and asked the ministers what they thought
of a painting of the crucified Christ. Well, it was a
futuristic painting with several pairs of eyes and several
heads and arms. Then the results of all his interviews
were printed. [laughter] We had some heat on that. The
least understanding was a Methodist minister I think, maybe
Baptist, I'm not sure, I won't say for sure. But in any
case, he liked the version of Christ by a painter named
Richard Kaufman, which is a very saccharine view of Christ
with a very effeminate little beard and eyes imploring
heaven and so forth. He felt that it was a sacrilege to
allow such work as Millarc's to be shown, although he felt
we had the right to do it but that it was really bad. And
the most understanding was a Catholic priest who simply
said that Christ had been shown in a number of ways by
artists of every era, and this was a contemporary artist
showing it from today's perspective. He guessed that some
of the agony of Christ might be shown by the multiple eyes
and the forms. So it caused a furor for a few days but it
quieted down. They went right by futuristic views of
people making love hanging right next to it--never caught
that one. I guess they didn't recognize them.

I remember one time when I was giving a tour of an
exhibition--I think it was one of the annual shows--to

ladies from the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, a group
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of docents or council members from the county museum. I
was talking to them and all of a sudden this two-year-old
girl came running in without any clothes on and jumped up
and said "Daddy!" and broke everybody up. This was when we
were living upstairs in the museum. She had gotten out and
was happy to find me there. There were some good times.
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