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1. Transcript 

1.1. TAPE NUMBER: I, SIDE ONE  

MARCH 30, 1987 

RATNER 

Before we begin our discussion of the Pasadena Art Museum, I was hoping that 

you might tell me a little something about your background, when and where 

you were born. 

ELLIS 

I was born in Cleveland, Ohio, 1922. 

RATNER 

Where did you go to school? 

ELLIS 

I started out in architecture at Western Reserve University and was in my third 

year of architectural school when I went into the service, World War II. When I 

came out of the service, I decided I'd be happier in art, some form of art, than in 

architecture. So I went to the Cleveland School of Art, which is now Cleveland 

Art Institute, and graduated from that in '48. Then I decided to go to Mexico 

City for a summer session and liked it so much in Mexico City that I stayed two 

years and got my B. A. at what was then Mexico City College, now the 

University of the Americas. Then, in 1950, I came up here to L. A. from 

Mexico City—while in Mexico, I decided to really go into the fine arts instead 

of more commercial art—and did my graduate work at USC [University of 

Southern California], and graduated in '52 with an M. F. A. [Master of Fine 

Arts] from USC. 
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RATNER 

Was your area of emphasis painting? 

ELLIS 

Painting, yes. Drawing and painting. 

RATNER 

How did your interest in the arts develop? 

ELLIS 

Well, I had always liked art since about the fourth grade. But growing up in 

Cleveland, I didn't know an artist, per se, to know what kind of lifestyle or 

anything that involved. Fortunately, there was a very good museum in 

Cleveland, and I went there as a kid to classes and to different exhibitions. I 

also was good at math. So the logical conclusion for me was to put art and math 

together and think about architecture. So that's how I decided to kind of study 

architecture. But I think I sensed that the drafting and that element of it was not 

the creative work I really wanted to do. Of course, back at that point, architects 

didn't make that good a living, either. It wasn't a lucrative field. So I was just 

kind of backed into the fine arts, because the more I knew or heard or got 

acquainted with the art field and the life of an artist, I guess, the more 

comfortable I felt with it. So eventually I came around to the fine arts. Then 

when I graduated here from USC, it was, like, during the Korean War, and 

there weren't teaching jobs, I think, readily available. So I kind of did some 

freelance designing and at one time even got into a small agency that I was 

doing. All during that time, I was teaching at a small art center, which became 

the South Pasadena Art Center, which was a kind of a tie-in to the Pasadena Art 

Museum, what helped get me to the Pasadena Art Museum. It was a small kind 

of community art center where we did have some creative children's classes 

going. A wonderful woman named Suzanna Mueller, who was one of the two 

or three really top people working with children creatively at that time, in the 

early fifties. A woman over here on the west side of town named Adelaide 

Fogg was quite well known for her work with children, and Suzanna Mueller 

was over in that Pasadena area. So that kind of got me interested in children's 

art, too, and what could be done creatively with children. So this little art center 

was kind of limping along. Incidentally, Dick Ruben taught there, who was one 

of the fairly important teachers, I think, at Chouinard [Art Institute] and at 

Pomona [College] at one point before he went to New York in about the early 

sixties. Richards Ruben, that's his name. He was one of the earlier abstract 

painters, kind of, in the L. A. scene, of the more A. E. [abstract expressionist]-

type painters. David [O.] Green, a sculptor, was kind of co-director with me of 

the little art center for a while. John [Palmer] Leeper, who was the director of 

the Pasadena Art Museum, was on our board of the South Pasadena Art Center. 

So he kind of knew what was going on, I guess, there. Donald Goodall was on 



the Pasadena Art Museum [board of] directors and had been the chairman at 

USC. I had known him when I was a student there. So he was aware of what I 

was doing. It was in 1956, I think then, that they asked me come to the 

Pasadena Art Museum to take over the children's program, and that led to being 

curator of education. We expanded that and went into adult lectures and classes 

and docent tours and things like that as the museum grew. [tape recorder off] 

RATNER 

Okay. Before that brief interruption, we were talking about how you came to 

the Pasadena Art Museum. 

ELLIS 

Right. 

RATNER 

So let me just clarify a minute. They approached you about the job? You hadn't 

heard that a particular job at the Pasadena Art Museum was available? 

ELLIS 

No, as I recall. 

RATNER 

They approached you? 

ELLIS 

Yes. 

RATNER 

Okay. 

ELLIS 

Joe [W. Joseph] Fulton was director at that time. 

RATNER 

Okay. Let me just clarify for the record here. In 1946, the Pasadena Art 

Museum had begun what they called a junior art museum, which I think the 

Pasadena Junior League [Junior League of Pasadena]— 

ELLIS 

Right. 

RATNER 

—had begun. So this is ten years later, and I guess they felt the program had 

evolved to such a point that they actually needed a professional in there to— 

ELLIS 

Yes. I think they wanted to withdraw from the program and not continue to 

fund it permanently, anyway. So they were phasing out, and I was to take over 

as a museum employee. 

RATNER 

What about the job interested you? 

ELLIS 



Well, I think I was interested in children's art and in directing educational 

programs because of the experience at the South Pasadena Art Center. This has 

always been where—And to eventually expand it, and that type of thing. It was 

a steadier income, even though it was a very minor income at that time. 

[laughter] I forget what my salary was, but it wasn't very much. I was even 

making more between freelancing and teaching a couple of evening classes and 

things like that at this art center than what they offered me. But it was a steady, 

more permanent situation, and I think I was very attracted it. 

RATNER 

Were you able to keep up with your own painting at the same time? 

ELLIS 

Yes, surprisingly. It was an interesting thing, because all through my work with 

the art museum, I stayed fairly productive in the painting aspect. I found after 

one—We haven't gotten yet to my reasons for moving to NewMexico. One of 

the reasons was I felt if I got into an academic situation, I'd have my summers 

off to paint, where the Pasadena job was a twelve-month job, and I just had two 

weeks vacation in the normal sense. But I think I found out afterwards that I got 

more painting done while working with the museum than I did in the teaching, 

academically, because the museum work was not about painting, per se, so I 

wasn't drained. When you teach all day, I found I was kind of drained from 

those kind of ideas. I'd go home, and I didn't seem to want to paint. Where if I 

worked at the museum, I could go home, and painting was an entirely different 

activity, so my mind was open to that. So I was exhibiting in L. A. and showing 

all the time I was working there. 

RATNER 

How unusual was a job like the one you took in 1956? 

ELLIS 

What do you mean by unusual? 

RATNER 

Well, it seems that today, education departments in museums are very common. 

But in 1956, the program at the Pasadena was the first one of its type on the 

West Coast. So there obviously weren't too many other things like that around. 

ELLIS 

Well, I think it was fairly unusual, and I don't know how the circumstances 

evolved, but I just happened to fall into it, I guess, or because I was there—It 

was a matter of being in the right place at kind of the right time. What we'd 

been doing in South Pasadena was known in that area, in the Pasadena area. It 

wasn't that well known in L. A., I guess, but—Yeah, there wasn't a lot going on 

in that area at that time. I was very pleased they offered the job. 

RATNER 



Did you have the sense that you were embarking on something new and 

important? 

ELLIS 

Well, not that it was important, I don't think, in that sense, which now, looking 

back at the whole Pasadena museum experience, the wonderful thing about it 

was everyone was busy doing it and so it wasn't a very self-conscious thing. It 

was just, things had never been done, and you just wanted to do them. That was 

part of the fun of it, I guess, that it was a pioneering thing, but at least I don't 

recall being that self-conscious about it. We were just busy doing it. 

RATNER 

What did you know about the Museum itself prior to accepting the position? 

ELLIS 

Not a lot, I guess, about it, professionally. I went to exhibitions there. I think 

John Leeper was the first director that I got fairly well acquainted with, or 

knew personally a little more. A few people, like Jarvis Barlow, I had met, and 

that had been connected with it. Jarvis Barlow was on our board of directors for 

the South Pasadena Art Center later, too. But mostly it was just attending it, 

going to see exhibitions there. So I really didn't know that much about the 

museum field, either. I wasn't trained in that sense. There weren't many 

museum training institutions at that time, outside of the art historian training. 

Of course, during the fifties and early sixties, there was such a rapid increase in 

museums across the country. That's a real phenomenon. I don't know, I 

remember hearing some statistics; something like a museum a week was being 

opened during the sixties across the country. So there were just more openings 

than there were trained people almost, and a lot of us learned by doing more 

than being specifically trained. A lot of the things there was no one to train for, 

like workshops. The only program in children's art that I was aware of at that 

time was the Museum of Modern Art program. There was one, I think, in 

Lexington, Kentucky. One started up in San Francisco later. A woman had a 

fairly good creative program going up there. But we were the early ones on the 

West Coast. 

RATNER 

What was the make-up of the Museum in 1956? For example, the size of the 

staff and the type and quality of exhibitions that they were doing. 

ELLIS 

One of the fun things about it was it was a small staff, so everyone kind of 

pitched in and helped. It wasn't clear, defined areas where you didn't get 

involved in other things, or whatever, outside of your area. There was a director 

and a preparator and a receptionist and myself. I'm not even sure whether there 

was a curator or an assistant director at that point. I think there was just Joe 

Fulton and a secretary. This was a secretary and a receptionist. Carl 



[Pomgrantz] was the preparator. Then I came with the Junior Art Workshop. So 

it was a very small staff. 

RATNER 

What about the type of exhibitions and the level of quality? 

ELLIS 

I don't remember many of the exhibitions at that early part, '56, because I think 

I was more involved, really completely involved in getting the workshop 

program going and starting to expand it. It was right after I arrived that Joe 

Fulton left. Then Jules Langsner came in on a temporary basis to do the 

Chagall show ["Chagall Seventieth Anniversary Exhibition"]. I think that's one 

of the first exhibitions that I recall more actively participating in: designing the 

catalog, producing the catalog, and in the kind of the whole packaging and 

arranging of the show and getting it up. I think I participated more in that. That 

was part of the first large exhibition that I recall. I don't remember what—It 

might be interesting if—Do you have any lists of those early exhibitions that 

might bring back some—? 

RATNER 

I have it starting in 1956. That's not all of them, but that's a selected list of I 

think the more contemporary kinds of things they would do. 

ELLIS 

Yeah. I don't remember the ["Alfred] Mahler [Retrospective"]. Oskar 

Fischinger I later became personally acquainted with and enjoyed very much as 

a friend. No, I wasn't—Einar Hansen I knew, but I wasn't part of that ["Einar 

Hansen Retrospective"]—you know, to do with that. Chagall, Hans Burkhardt. 

But I didn't do a lot with that, either. The Bradley Walker Tomlin focus— 

RATNER 

So that was already after you had been there— 

ELLIS 

Yeah— 

RATNER 

—and all that, I guess. 

ELLIS 

—I became more—The Sam Francis exhibition: that was a Martha Jackson 

touring show of big paintings, and they came rolled with the stretcher bars. We 

had to stretch all of those big paintings, which was just amazing that they 

would ship them. By that time, Tom [Thomas W.] Leavitt had arrived as the 

director, and I don't think he had ever stretched a painting. So I remember, in 

those big back galleries, having to stretch these ten-by-fifteen-foot paintings 

that were just huge. I had to get up on the ladder to stretch them and in order to 

get them up on the walls. It was interesting. 

RATNER 



What about the type of programs they were doing when you first arrived? Was 

there much programming at all? Not for the workshop, but, I mean, like, in 

relation to exhibition or things like that. 

ELLIS 

Not a lot. I don't recall it being that active, at least not that I was involved in, 

and I think the situation with Joe Fulton was such that there wasn't a lot going 

on outside of that, either. I think Jules did some lectures in relation to the 

Chagall thing, as I recall. The "Morris Graves Drawings." Yeah, that was 

interesting. "[Mark] Tobey Retrospective." 

RATNER 

Okay. Maybe we could talk a little bit more about these in a few minutes. I just 

wanted to get back to when you first started, if that's okay. 

ELLIS 

Sure. 

RATNER 

What was your basic job description as the curator of education? 

ELLIS 

Well, when I first went there, it was like director of the Junior Art Workshop. It 

was more—They later expanded it into curator of education as we began to 

move into training of docents and adult programs, too. So my first job was to 

kind of take over the existing program and then to begin to expand it a little 

more, being there full time. We started summer classes. And I guess it had 

been—We started it—Oh, I guess we just upped the program a lot more, after-

school classes and things like that; Saturday classes were going on. I remember 

where they had had—I don't think they had had a summer session with the 

Junior League [of Pasadena]. Do you have any record of it? 

RATNER 

Right. They didn't. 

ELLIS 

They didn't. 

RATNER 

You started that. 

ELLIS 

Yeah. And so, okay, we started that. I think that was one of—It started in, as I 

recall, the fall of '56, but I'm not— 

RATNER 

I couldn't find an exact date for when you started. 

ELLIS 

Or maybe we started in—I think I came in a little bit before I actually started to 

work there, that I overlapped with the woman, a Mrs. Hall, who had been 

running it for the Junior League. I came in and kind of got acquainted with the 



way they were running the program then before I was officially employed. I 

can't remember whether then we started that first summer or whether it wasn't 

till the summer of '57 that we had the classes. But I do recall I came in kind of 

on my own time to overlap some for a month or so. I wasn't regularly employed 

anywhere else, so I was fairly free to do that, in that sense, and pick up on the 

program. So one of the first things we did was to begin to expand that. 

RATNER 

What was the program modeled on? 

ELLIS 

Well, the Junior League had the classes going, and I think Suzanna Mueller had 

taught with them some, or for them some. Then she came down and was 

teaching at the South Pasadena Art Center. Her whole approach was kind of 

allowing the children to create. It was set up as a very creative program. Her 

background as a painter—She was more like a surrealist. Have you heard of 

her? Has somebody talked about her—? 

RATNER 

Mrs. [Eudorah] Moore mentioned her. But she just mentioned that she was part 

of the program. She didn't tell me anything specific about her. 

ELLIS 

She was a fairly difficult personality in a way, but just wonderful with kids. I 

guess I quickly picked up on what she was doing and learned a lot from her in 

that sense of putting the emphasis on a lot—Rather than teaching children more 

formal art, letting children work in their own way and encouraging them to 

really create new things rather than copying or learning certain academic skills 

and that kind of thing, particularly for the younger kids, whom I always loved 

the most. As they got a little older, then they began to want to draw things a 

little more or do whatever. But she was just very good about convincing 

children that that was more important, that they be individual and different and 

create their own ideas than to try to copy something. She was just very unique. 

It was the first I had seen anyone work quite that way, I guess, with children. 

The result she got was, of course, wonderful. It was at a time when—Now, 

there was abstract expressionism coming to the fore, and kind of the surrealist 

tradition of the late forties, thirties and forties, that whole thing. I think she set 

the tone. Then what we just began to do was expand and try to find more 

teachers that could teach this same way. Some of them we got would work with 

her as assistants. We'd usually have a helper in the class to help with the kids 

and their getting the paints out and stuff like that, so the teacher could be freer 

to just work with the children and not handle the supplies, clean up and all that. 

So a lot of the people that eventually taught there, some of them we had to kind 

of train ourselves. Most of them were art trained. None of them were art 

education majors, in that sense, that they just never seemed to quite pick up as 



much on how to creatively handle these kids, because it takes a very creative 

teacher to handle fifteen, eighteen children that are all going in different 

directions and not all doing one project. We kind of found that most of the art-

education-trained people only knew how to direct a class project, and they 

didn't know how to handle fifteen different projects. So the whole premise of 

these workshops was to force this child to make his own decisions from the 

minute he entered the classroom. We just tried to make all the materials 

possible available for them. They could decide whether they wanted to work on 

colored construction paper, on the wall, on whatever. Then they had to decide 

what materials. There were paints, pen and ink, collage, and everything, you 

know, available to them. I simply observed kids that would spend five minutes 

deciding on what color paper to use. They'd just look at these whole stacks of 

paper and it—But it wasn't a thing where the teacher said, "Here, you all have 

blue paper," or that kind of thing. It was left up to them so that from the very 

beginning the responsibility was transferred to the child of making these 

decisions. Then if they each chose different colored papers, they were 

automatically starting differently. Then one would choose paint, and another 

would choose pen and ink, so that there wasn't the copying or looking over 

what the other kid was doing, because each had a different basic group of 

materials, and so they all—And the teachers that could work with this were the 

ones that would encourage that difference. So they'd all be saying, "Well, look 

how—", praising some student for what they were doing creatively or new with 

the material that was different. The others would pick up and try to do that with 

their materials, and it was amazing how the children would get excited about 

that. They were being praised for doing something uniquely their own rather 

than copying. So that became the goal that made them such creative classes, I 

think; that from the very beginning the emphasis was put on that. Some kids 

had real trouble kind of fitting into it. It's so different than their other school 

experience. I remember one child at classes that spent the first couple of 

sessions sitting under the table. [laughter] He wouldn't come out and paint. The 

teacher would just kind of keep track of him, but a lot of them wait until they 

could get the courage up, or whatever, to want to participate in this kind of 

activity. They were that shy, or that—Some would come in and start drawing 

Mickey Mouses or, you know, something they had gotten peer praise for and 

that kind of thing. They kind of have to play that out as they begin to pick up 

on what the other children were all doing and why they were getting more 

praise for that until they would start doing their own things. But it was hard for 

some of them to make that transition. A lot of our problem was with the 

parents, too, when the kids would bring home these things that didn't look like 

anything but were great color or abstract things, or just children's playing. It 

was the paint and everything. So we had to do a lot of educating of the parents, 



which some of these teachers were very good at, because a lot of them—It 

became a, "Well, why aren't they doing this?" Or we could tell if the children 

sometimes didn't want to take their things home because they weren't getting 

the right response from their parents. Other parents would be very responsive. I 

think as we became better known as a program and the Pasadena Museum 

became a more established, recognized thing, then the program was accepted 

for its uniqueness a little more. But at first, we had a lot of kind of educational 

work to do with the parents to justify why they weren't learning these other 

skills, things like that. That was some consternation with some of the parents. 

The whole success was finding teachers and, I think, getting a really good 

group of teachers. Some we had to kind of work into the program by helping 

first. If someone came along, a few that—Then a very wonderful woman, 

Lucille Krasné, came along, who was just terrific with kids. I've kind of lost 

track of her. Last I heard, she was back in New York, and I really wish I knew 

where she was, because—Again, somewhat of an emotional and difficult 

personality to get along with. But what I tried to do was get all of the classroom 

and everything set up for the teachers to work and not give them a lot of—So 

they didn't have a lot of extra stress with that aspect of it, so they could just 

work with the kids. Because, to take fifteen—we tried to limit the classes to 

between fifteen and eighteen children—but to get fifteen or sixteen four-to-six-

year-olds, seven-year-olds, in a classroom takes a lot of energy by the teacher 

for an hour and a half, and working with paints and all different directions. Of 

course, we could gear—The rooms had concrete floors, so we didn't have to—

If some paint was spilled, it wasn't a great tragedy. We could keep it—It wasn't 

like in the public schools where they were using the rooms for other things. We 

just tried to gear the rooms so they were as versatile as the teacher wanted, that 

some of the tables could be—They were eventually on saw horses and stuff so 

they could take them down. The kids could work on the wall, work on the floor 

if they wanted. I remember, I think, seeing Suzanna Mueller when somebody 

would spill some paint, and instead of it being an accident or a negative thing, 

she'd then have the kids start pressing the paper on the paint— 

RATNER 

Oh, that's great. 

ELLIS 

—on the floor and making use of it as a creative thing rather than, you know, 

that it was a no-no or something that you'd get in other environments. The 

whole thing was left that open to, "Okay, so this happened, well, let's—" And 

that's where a creative teacher became really important, I think. I remember 

going through one classroom at one time, and the child was just sitting, 

painting the bottom of his shoes with color. [laughter] That was all right, you 

know; the teacher would just kind of let that be done or encourage them to get 



something else going. It was just to have that wonderful freedom of the 

classrooms that—Of course, again, people were paying to come to it and had 

signed up, so most of the parents were there because they wanted to be there 

with their kids, so we could send them home with paint on their clothes or 

something and it wasn't creating an incident, you know, a community-interest 

incident. We did have—Most of them would bring an old shirt or something 

that they put on backwards, button it down the back. The volunteer would 

usually help. So the kids were pretty well protected, and if they got paint on 

them, it wasn't a great tragedy. So it was to try to set a real open atmosphere 

where just kind of anything could take place. Of course, later on, too, they 

began to use the galleries more, take the kids down in. We eventually had a 

dance group, a creative dance thing, where they could go down and dance with 

one of these pictures, with [Wassily] Kandinsky on the wall. The kids could go 

into the galleries and use that creatively. Hilda Mullin taught the dance group, 

was very creative with the kids. I remember one time we came up with an idea 

to—I thought it might be fun if we could get this group of dancers to—We got 

some big photographer's backdrop with those rolls that are about ten feet, eight 

feet, ten feet, I guess, across, and rolled it out on the floor of the little 

auditorium up there. A big piece of paper. This was an eight-to-eleven-year-old 

group of kids. They would each paint their feet a different color and then dance 

across this paper and kind of watch to see what patterns were being made. 

When they needed more red, red would decide to go out, and when they needed 

more blue—This was kind of one of the wild ideas. Well, of course, the kids 

just freaked out at being able to paint their feet and, you know, run out on this 

piece of paper. So it kind of broke down this certain order that we had hoped. 

But it was just a kind of a wild time, and the kids just loved it in that sense of 

being able to try things like that that were just really fun for the kids. We didn't 

get too great a result in that sense, except the kids, their participation in it. It 

was just being able to set something up like that and having the freedom to do 

it, that you couldn't do anywhere else. That was nice. I remember when I—it 

was in the late fifties, '58 or '59—I finally got back to the Museum of Modern 

Art to see that program, because it had always been supposedly the greatest 

program that was going on. A lot had been written about it and I heard about it 

a lot. When I finally toured it and got to see it, I was surprised how structured it 

was, that it really was more structured than we were in Pasadena. So I felt we 

were doing pretty well, that we had a—Maybe they just handled more kids, but 

the classrooms were much more structured. They weren't really as open- ended 

as ours were in the teaching. That kind of shocked me, because I had always 

thought it was—See, so many articles had been written about it, and [Victor 

Edmond] D'Amico was pretty well known as one of the pioneers of that, which 

he was. You know, I think Galka Scheyer did a lot of creative work with 



children. She was supposedly one of the first on the West Coast to work really 

creatively with kids. Of course, a Galka Scheyer coming there, I always 

thought that was an interesting tradition— 

RATNER 

Yeah, that's right. 

ELLIS 

—we kept up. I didn't bring—There was an article in one of the dance 

magazines about our program, too, and what Hilda Mullin was doing. An 

American crayon company did one of their little booklets entirely on our 

program. I'll send you copies— 

RATNER 

Oh, I'd like to see that. 

ELLIS 

—of those. 

RATNER 

That would be great. 

ELLIS 

So I'll get you a copy. American Crayon. The one they did was when I was on 

leave in Europe, so it was in 1960 or 1961 that they did that little issue about 

the program. So we got quite a little recognition, I think, along—I often 

wonder—we just had some great kids that came in there—what's happened to 

some of them, because it was a wonderful background for a lot of them. 

RATNER 

It sounds fabulous. 

ELLIS 

Yeah. The whole emphasis was on being creative. I would go out, after we got 

a little better known, I'd be asked to talk about the program to teachers and 

other groups. I always found that the public schools never seemed to pick up on 

that, that little aspect of it, that difference between putting the creative 

emphasis on the children, letting them set the stage, as against the teacher doing 

it. When I would show work from the workshops, talk to teachers' groups, they 

would be, like, taking down how the materials were used rather than the fact 

that was what was unique was that one child did it, not the whole class. It was a 

funny thing. It made me realize, I think, that there's some—You know, art is 

still not an easy subject in the public schools, I guess. Maybe it shouldn't even 

be called art, that if it was called creativity, then the people would look at—

Parents would look at it differently. If their child brought home a grade of "A" 

in creativity, they might think of that differently than if they brought home an 

"A" in art, and they'd just say, "you don't want to be an artist, anyway. You 

want to be an engineer or something like that." The fact that their child was 

creative would be more valuable to them than thinking of it as an art talent 



thing. Because, given these materials, I think it's the one place that children 

could be encouraged to be different, which you can't always do in a public 

school. So that was kind of the whole basic thing that evolved, I think, that I 

got excited about, was how it really did change. That's where we got into the 

Rosenberg [Foundation] thing eventually, too, that we felt it could change the 

attitude of the child by being positive, being reinforced positively, to give them 

their own identity kind of thing. That they were being encouraged to be 

different and to be an individual, and not just follow the pattern of the class. 

RATNER 

Let's talk about that a little bit. You received the grant from the Rosenberg 

Foundation in 1963. Could you tell me a little bit more about it, specifically, 

how you got it and what it was for, precisely? 

ELLIS 

Well, one of the women helping at the workshops was Eve Eshelman. I don't 

know whether her name has come up before or not. 

RATNER 

No. 

ELLIS 

She came in and was teaching a creative music class, using the term music 

loosely, where they would use anything to make noise and tone, not playing 

instruments in that sense. The kids would beat on pots and pans and all sorts of 

things to make music and create their own sounds, and they would record them 

and play them back and that kind of thing. She was fairly energetic, full of 

ideas, and so forth. Somehow, I think she was the one that contacted Dr. 

[Florence R.] Diamond at Cal[ifornia] State [University, Los Angeles], who 

was the psychologist that handled the program, the real testing of the program. 

So they wrote up a proposal: under the pretext of scholarships, we would get a 

group of minority boys in from—Evidently, I think it was the fifth grade, where 

the kind of a reading block happens with boys. 

RATNER 

Can you hold that thought right there, and I'll flip the tape? 

ELLIS 

Yeah, okay. 

1.2. TAPE NUMBER: I, SIDE TWO  

MARCH 30, 1987 

RATNER 

Before we flipped the tape, you were talking about how it seems to be in the 

fifth grade that boys get this reading block. 

ELLIS 



Yes. So the idea was to test if a creative experience like this would help their 

reading skills. So under the premise of a scholarship, and by choosing a 

particular school that was a heavy minority area, we were able to get a lot of 

black children and those that had more of the reading blocks in. Then a study 

group was set up at the school, and the group came, and Dr. Diamond set up all 

of the testing, things that were to be done. They were to spend one of the 

semesters in—which was about twelve weeks, or something—in the classes. So 

the Rosenberg Foundation, I remember we had several sessions with them, and 

they were quite intrigued with the program, with the proposal, I guess, and 

finally—It was right at the time when I was leaving. I think we got the grant 

probably in—Did we get it in '63 or '64? 

RATNER 

The information I have says ?63. 

ELLIS 

Fall of '63? 

RATNER 

It didn't say when. It just said '63. 

ELLIS 

I could look that up. Whether we had them in there—If we did get the grant, it 

was probably in the fall, and I think we brought the children into the program 

in, like, the spring of '63, because the final results of the whole testing, I think, 

didn't happen until after I had left. 

RATNER 

I see. 

ELLIS 

Anyway, the Rosenberg Foundation decided to fund this proposal. I don't know 

how much testing had been done along that line before in terms of what effect 

this would have on a child in their other activities. Dr. Diamond devised some 

tests that they were given when they first came in the program and then at the 

end of the program. As I recall, the reading block thing did not improve as 

much as they had hoped. It wasn't that successful. But what did improve 

tremendously was the self-image of the child. Have you read that part of the 

program? 

RATNER 

Mrs. Moore mentioned it. 

ELLIS 

Yeah. She had devised a series of hand tests that had to do with the self-image. 

I don't know the details of that. But evidently this made quite a difference. 

Probably, I think, one semester was too short a time to maybe get much of a 

result along this line. I think it would maybe— Having achieved something in 

the creative thing would help the child's image, then that the child would read 



better, or learn to handle that aspect better, was something that I think could 

very logically follow or happen, and maybe it has not been tested enough, you 

know, or long enough to do it. But that particular semester didn't seem to make 

that much difference. But it did increase the self-esteem of the kids, which was 

a very interesting finding. I don't know whether there's ever been much done 

with it, but—The whole emphasis was that each child would be praised for 

being something unique, of his own. And the whole teacher's thing was to be, 

when Johnny did something different, to praise that and hold it up: look what 

Johnny did by collaging, pasting this on, or something; look how Susie is 

pasting it on differently over here. So everything was geared towards the 

individual creativity of the child being unique and not being afraid to be 

different, being praised for being different instead of just following the 

instructions. So that was the key to the difference. The kids would eventually 

get so they would plan what they wanted to do, the parents would tell us. The 

teachers would have them bring in all sorts of egg crates and any kind of 

collage stuff, and we were always—When I'd go to the printers or something, 

and we'd be printing a catalog, and they'd have—When they trimmed catalogs 

and stuff, there'd be barrels full of shredded papers and stuff, and I'd bring a lot 

of those things back, and they'd have them in the classrooms—just any kind of 

junk material there was available, boxes full of them, that anytime a child could 

go over and grab something and put it in. So it was just trying to make as much 

of everything available as possible to do creative things. 

RATNER 

We've been talking a lot about the children's programs, but I know there was a 

very successful adult art program as well. 

ELLIS 

Well, we started expanding, started to have some adult classes. That was more 

like regular classes in terms of people wanting to learn to draw. Maybe they 

were a little more creative or something, I don't know, in that sense. We started 

doing a lot more lectures, a lecture series thing. I did bring one, a series we did 

called "Man's View of Twentieth Century Man: An Interpretation Through the 

Arts." This was based on the premise that—See, during the fifties, early sixties, 

there was a lot of resistance, of course, to so-called contemporary art, so part of 

our job was to try to educate the public. People would come in, and some of 

them would be very irate about the art we had on the walls. So a lot of the 

lectures and things were geared towards trying to get the public more 

comfortable with modern art. One of the things I felt was that people didn't 

understand modern science any more than they understood modern art. If we 

got a group of thinkers to talk about what was going on in the research and 

mathematics fields and everything else, people didn't understand that any more 

than they understood what was going on in art. So that was the premise of this 



couple of lecture series that we did in which we rounded up people in 

philosophy and—I remember one of them, Dr. [James F.] Bonner at Caltech 

[California Institute of Technology], told about the latest breaking down of the 

genes, the alphabet of the genes and things like that that were, at that point, 

very wild ideas and as hard to understand or come to grips with almost as—

although they were scientific. They may be more provable than art, but they 

were no stranger than what was happening in art in that sense, I think. One of 

the premises is to try to get people more aware of what was happening in all the 

fields, as knowledge was expanding, and that that would maybe make them 

more comfortable about approaching art in that same way. So a lot of where 

our—We did a lot of lecture series and things just based on understanding 

contemporary art. That was very necessary with the community, I think. 

RATNER 

Do you think a lot of the adults who were interested might have been parents of 

the children who saw how wonderful that program was? That they were 

interested in participating in some way? 

ELLIS 

I think some. And the adults got interested and sent their children, too. The Art 

Alliance [of the Pasadena Art Museum], of course, was very supportive of 

everything. Then, eventually, the San Marino League came in as a support. See, 

soon after—One of the interesting things after Eudorah Moore took over as 

chairman of the board, and she was the first chairman, I guess, that I really 

became personally involved with, or acquainted with, because she was very 

much a hands-on board person in terms of participating. She came to me and 

said I was going to have to make the workshop self-sufficient, that the Museum 

wasn't going to support them. 

RATNER 

Who was—? So the Museum was funding it up to this point? 

ELLIS 

The Museum had taken over funding of it when the Junior League pulled out. 

This was kind of Eudie and my first acquaintance, with somewhat 

contradiction. [laughter] This was somewhat of a shock to me. But in a 

wonderful way, she was right, that I just had to get out and find other support. I 

think, with the Junior League, it had been free, or a very minimal charge, and 

we had to raise the fees that the children paid to come. So through some of the, 

I think, Art Alliance people that lived in San Marino and knew about the San 

Marino League and got us together, they took on support of the Junior Art 

Workshop program. They raised money to help cover the cost of the program. 

My salary was covered by the Museum, and the janitorial service and 

everything for the rooms and everything was just the Museum staff. So all we 

had to raise funds for was the materials and the paying of the teachers. I think 



as we increased the pay of a lot of the teachers, we got better teachers. They 

became more—it was less of a volunteer—They became professional children's 

teachers, really, and some of them would even teach in other places. We 

eventually expanded. We had two satellite programs going. Have you ever 

heard of them? 

RATNER 

No. 

ELLIS 

We had a branch going in Glendale and a branch down in Fullerton. That there 

was a group that came to us, and we just got—We only had three classrooms in 

that little auditorium up there to hold classes, and even doing back-to-back 

classes almost all day Saturdays and afterschool classes four days a week, we 

couldn't handle all the children, practically. There was a women's group in 

Fullerton that came to us, and we took our teachers and our program and started 

branch classes down there. They would go down on Saturdays, and the same 

thing over in Glendale. So at one time we had over four hundred kids a week 

coming to the program, which just got more problems in the logistics of 

administration and getting—But there were groups that would find us the space 

to hold the classes in the communities and help clean up, their volunteers. Our 

teachers would go down there and just hold the classes. So that's how we kind 

of began to expand. 

RATNER 

Yeah, that's great. 

ELLIS 

I don't know whether this has the Fullerton—Yeah, here is the Fullerton 

extension. 

RATNER 

That was the first one? 

ELLIS 

Either Fullerton or Glendale. I think Fullerton might have been the first with 

the Children's League of Fullerton. Saturday morning classes. They set up these 

classes, and we did have some scholarships we offered to kids that couldn't—

We eventually had creative drama. 

RATNER 

How did you find teachers for these classes? 

ELLIS 

Well, I think the more creative people began to orient towards us, come to us, 

in a way. But a lot of them we had to—The early ones, after getting the first 

few, then Nancy Watts, who was Suzanna Mueller's daughter. 

RATNER 

Oh, really? 



ELLIS 

Her daughter-in-law. Which was she? 

RATNER 

Oh, I don't know. I didn't know there was any relationship. That's interesting. 

ELLIS 

Yes. She is—Now, I'm not sure whether she was her daughter—I think she was 

her daughter-in-law. Yeah. But, anyway, she, of course, had picked up on this, 

too, and was very good. We got her in there teaching, and she became one of 

the mainstays. And Lucille Krasné. I don't know where Lucille really got—she 

was a very creative person—where she really started doing it. She may have 

worked with Adelaide Fogg some. I'm not sure how. But as we got two or three 

going, and then others would begin to come to us, we'd hear about somebody, 

and the teachers themselves would say, "Well, I know this woman who would 

like to do something in dance." So they'd come, and we'd just try to make it 

work out some way we could make it happen. Our ceramic facilities were kind 

of limited—you know, clay work. I remember at one time I thought it might be 

fun for kids to work larger than what our kiln could do. Well, they did have, 

within certain limitations of our classroom and the clay we could use and 

everything, a fairly creative ceramic program, a clay program—that's what we 

called it, really. I worked occasionally with the kids, but I'm just not good at 

keeping them under control. I love them so much, and watching them was such 

fun and everything that they'd kind of get out of control with me. I didn't have 

the skill of keeping them kind of in bounds or something that these other 

teachers had. But I decided to do a class for eight- to eleven-year-olds with 

wire frames and mixing plaster so they could do four-, five-foot-high sculptural 

things. I thought we could build these wire armatures and let them put cloth and 

plaster on them, carve them up and do this thing. So I had about eight kids 

about that age. Well, when I taught them how to mix plaster—of course, then 

that would set up in a certain amount of time—they loved this mixing plaster. 

We had these bowls, and they would mix some plaster. They were supposed to 

mix one batch at a time and put it on after they built their wire armature and 

then build this up. Well, I suddenly had this room full of batches of plaster 

being mixed that were setting up and getting hard on me. It was just a wild 

time. But they did do some amazing, bigger things. But, again, there were the 

problems of taking them home and a lot of stuff like that, which wasn't that 

important. But it was just to give them the experience of kind of working on a 

bigger scale, sculpturally, that we didn't have there. Fred [Frederick] 

Hammersley came out and taught some classes, who was a painter at that time 

in one of our adult art classes listed. So we had an interesting group. I have 

some other things I want to talk to you about, about some of the other shows. 

But I did pull out a few of these that you might want to look through, give us 



some idea. And we would have big kind of exhibitions of the children's work at 

the end of each semester— 

RATNER 

Oh, that's nice. 

ELLIS 

—where the parents could all come, and the kids—It was a real exciting 

program, I think, at the time. I was still actively painting and everything 

through all of this. Also, just before I left, the Barnsdall Park program was set 

up. Did Mrs. Moore mention that? 

RATNER 

No. 

ELLIS 

The Junior League of Los Angeles decided to set up a children's program at 

Barnsdall Park. So they went to the Museum of Modern Art and to our program 

to decide which program to pattern it after, and they used our program— 

RATNER 

Oh, that's great. 

ELLIS 

—as the whole pattern. Nancy Watts and Lucille eventually went over there, I 

think, and taught at Barnsdall Park. So we were instrumental. They consulted 

with us a lot on setting up that program. 

RATNER 

So very quickly it had an incredible reputation. 

ELLIS 

I think it did. It built up fairly fast. It was maybe one of the things I began to 

get a little in my own personal situation, that I wasn't sure I wanted to be 

completely—whether "typecast" is the right word—typecast as a children's art 

administrator, or expert, or whatever you might want to call it. And I felt—I 

was feeling the need, I think, to want to get into a situation where I'd have a 

little more time to paint. There were other things happening politically, which 

we'll get into later, with the museum director change, that I found it a little bit 

more difficult to work there, I think. Partially, maybe, it was the growth of the 

Museum and the staff, that I became somewhat separated from participation in 

the total museum picture in that sense. I'd enjoyed that, and I think I wasn't 

quite that sure I wanted to be just the—Although I could see that as being a 

very valid direction, but I think I still—My basic premise was to be a painter 

still. 

RATNER 

Did that have anything to do with why you took your leave of absence in 1960? 

ELLIS 



Yes. I think—Well, two things happened. When I first started working at the 

Pasadena Art Museum, I continued to teach some evening classes at the South 

Pasadena Art Center, and I was teaching a private group out in the San 

Fernando Valley. Some friends I had out there had gotten together a group one 

evening a week or something; I went over, teaching a group, a painting class, 

out there. One of the women in that group said to me one time that her husband 

was an illustrator and a member of the Society of Illustrators. They had 

somehow set up a tour to Europe with the air force to take a group of artists to 

Germany and tour the USO [United Service Organizations] camps or all the 

different bases, because in the USO shows, by the late fifties, they couldn't get 

good talent to go to Germany. There was no glamor in going to visit the troops 

overseas kind of thing. There was better talent in terms of the entertainment 

world available in Germany in the nightclubs and everything than what they 

could get to go over there. So someone came up with this idea of sending a 

group of artists over to draw portraits—and cartoonists and things like that—in 

the hospitals and camps. They couldn't get enough from the Society of 

Illustrators to go on this. And she said to me, "Would you like to go on a six-

week, all-expenses-paid tour to Germany?" And I said, "Sure!" [laughter] Who 

wouldn't?So it worked out that in the fall of '57 I got in on this tour, and the air 

force flew us to Germany, and we spent six weeks traveling around in little 

Volkswagen buses. They toured us all over to every American base. We'd go in 

and set up—I hadn't done any kind of portrait, one-to-one sketching since my 

art school days, but I could do a Conte crayon kind of portrait drawing in about 

forty-five minutes. Some of the people on the group were, like, Virgil Partch, 

cartoonist, VIP, as he was known, and some other people like that. Who were 

all the people? I have photographs of a lot of that whole thing. They would go 

in, and some of them could do, you know, in five minutes do a caricature and 

so forth. But we'd set up in these bases with our easels and everything, and 

they'd come in and sit down, and we'd just do a quick portrait of them. A lot of 

it was just to have contact with people from the states. The guys would want to 

talk to you and whatever. So it was an interesting tour, because six weeks was 

pretty long to do that. After about two weeks, I was really hitting my stride 

with the portraits. But then after that they began to go downhill. But it was very 

nicely administered. They didn't give the drawings to the guys. They sent them 

back to the states to their wives or sweethearts or parents or whoever they 

wanted to give it to. And they'd put a little thing about each artist on the back of 

the drawing, so they were all very well handled in that sense of what we were 

trying to do. But it was a little long to do that kind of energy. But we did get 

to—We usually had our mornings free to sightsee and so forth in the different 

towns. We were in Munich during the Oktoberfest, which was really fun, and 

things like that. Then we had two weeks to travel on our own before they flew 



us back. So I hopped a train and went to London for a week and then to Paris 

for a week. It was my first trip abroad. So I came back from that wanting to get 

back to Europe. It took me till 1960 to achieve that, but I finally decided to take 

a year's leave of absence and just go to Paris to paint. 

RATNER 

And the Museum didn't have a problem with letting you do that? 

ELLIS 

No. They were very flexible about it, which was one of the nice things about it. 

As a matter of fact, the Art Alliance gave me something like $1,600 for the trip, 

which was just a wonderful gift. I was really overwhelmed when they did that. I 

had gotten a big mural commission for the Litton Bank, big bank building that 

was opened about that time, 1960, I think. Through Jules Langsner, somehow, I 

got the commission to do a big mural on the back of the bank. That was about a 

$5,000 commission, which at that time was a lot of money. Then I had a big 

sale in my studio: everything must go, you know, even the bare walls, that kind 

of thing, selling a lot of things. A lot of the Art Alliance people and friends 

from the Museum came and bought things and bought personal things from the 

collection. I sold a lot of things for, you know, $50, $100 here and there, and it 

amounted to quite a bit of money. So by kind of hocking all of our savings, we 

went to Paris for a year. We rented our house to a Dutch professor who was 

coming to teach at Caltech. So I knew I had a job to come back to and 

everything. We just were able to last a year in Europe. We came back broke, 

which was kind of a shock at that age. But we took two kids to Paris, and it was 

fun. Soon after I got there, I ran into Sam Francis, and he was leaving, he said, 

in a couple of weeks. Had an apartment where his Japanese wife [Mako 

Ioemitsu] had been a painter, and while Sam had a separate studio, his wife had 

painted in this apartment. So the landlady was used to having a painter there 

and said we could have his apartment when he left, which was to be two weeks, 

and it turned out to be about a month. But we lived in some pensions and so 

forth until Sam left, and then we took over his apartment, which was 

interesting. Then in the spring I taught a couple of classes at the American 

Student and Artist Center, which kind of helped, brought in a little more 

money, too. Somehow we managed to survive a year. 

RATNER 

And so you felt rejuvenated when you got back. 

ELLIS 

Very much so, yeah. It was a very good year for me, I think, in that sense. It 

was the only time in my life I've really had a complete year to paint, per se. So 

the only trauma of it was having saved money to last a year and to see the stack 

go down, and I'm wondering if I'm going to last the year out, you know, and not 

have to come back early, that kind of thing. In the spring, I had met a sculptor, 



François Stahly, who was a Swiss sculptor who was coming to [University of 

California] Berkeley to teach for a semester. He let me use his studio in 

Meudon, so I had a nice big studio outside of Paris to go and paint. That was 

kind of wonderful. And I had a show of the paintings at the Pasadena Museum 

after I got back. 

RATNER 

Oh, really. That was nice. 

ELLIS 

In their contemporary gallery Tom was very good. I showed some of them at 

the Esther Robles Gallery where I was showing. So that, I think, helped, but it 

also set up the desire to be doing more painting. I eventually got a bigger 

studio. I'd been trying to paint in my garage, kind of thing, in South Pasadena 

where we lived. I got the old Model Grocery in Pasadena, which had been the 

carriage trade grocery store of Pasadena at one time, and was then, by the 

sixties, was kind of the skid row of Pasadena. It was empty, and through some 

connections I rented it, which was just this huge old market space. That gave 

me a chance to do big paintings. As a matter of fact, I had a wall that was two 

stories high and about sixty feet long that was just amazing. This was right on 

Colorado Boulevard, and it was an interesting space. As a matter of fact, at one 

time Ed [Edward] Ruscha was going to move in there with me. There was a 

little hotel upstairs that people lived in. Ed wanted to stay up late and play his 

radio, and they complained in the hotel up there, so he had to move out. It 

didn't work out that time. 

RATNER 

After you got back, the education department—I guess, at this point, you're 

having to fund it yourself, the program, and I guess you primarily did that 

through the San Marino League. But I have down here that in 1962 you started 

awarding scholarships to school children, I guess, on a more regular basis. Who 

was that funded through? 

ELLIS 

Well, I think that was the San Marino League. 

RATNER 

Still them? 

ELLIS 

Yes. 

RATNER 

Were those based on merit or need? 

ELLIS 

I don't remember how we did give them out, to tell you the truth. [laughter] I 

think they were as much need as anything, because we had to keep raising the 

cost of the classes. I think it was in order to—If some children really couldn't 



afford it, we didn't want to exclude them from the program, so it was very 

much finding out some children that needed that kind of support. 

RATNER 

So once the board of trustees said you're on your own with the funding, 

basically, that was it. Were they supportive of the program, basically? They 

just— 

ELLIS 

Oh, yes. 

RATNER 

But they just felt that you should— 

ELLIS 

It was one of the things that I think, financially, from the standpoint of the 

whole Museum, they evidently felt they couldn't fund early on. Of course, as it 

got going, we were able to fund it all right ourselves. I don't remember there 

having been a lot of conflict about it. I think they may have even picked up 

some of the costs that came on later on. But we were able to pretty much—I did 

eventually get a secretary part time, and then a full-time secretary for the 

workshops, because there was a lot of paperwork and registration and stuff like 

that. I don't remember—The budget was always tight. I don't remember—You 

know, we were able to survive somehow or other. 

RATNER 

They later started an education advisory committee. Did they have that while 

you were there, or is that a later creation? 

ELLIS 

On the board? 

RATNER 

Yeah. It was like a standing committee— 

ELLIS 

Yeah. Yeah. 

RATNER 

—of the board. 

ELLIS 

Well, I think that was—Yeah, that was while I was there. 

RATNER 

Did they interfere, or did they help, or it was just—? 

ELLIS 

I think it was more of reporting to the board, or keeping in contact from the 

board's standpoint of—Because we were maybe separated financially, more 

that kind of thing. Whether that was just a liaison back to the board, I don't 

remember it being any way a problem. I think the board, most of them were 

very supportive of the program, because I also was in contact with a lot of the 



Art Alliance people. Some of them were on the board from time to time, so it 

was known what was going on in that sense. 

RATNER 

in the year that you left, the Museum sponsored its first workshop for 

elementary school teachers. 

ELLIS 

Oh, did they? 

RATNER 

Oh, I wondered if that was after you had left. 

ELLIS 

Yeah. What time of the year was that? It was in the sixties— 

RATNER 

I don't know exactly what time of the year. It was in '64, and it was through 

something called Pacific Oaks [College]. Does that ring a bell? 

ELLIS 

Oh. Okay. Yeah, I think we did start that. We had some classes at Pacific Oaks. 

That's right. I forgot about that. Yeah, I guess we did set up something down 

there. Isn't that interesting? I don't remember a lot of details about it off-hand. 

I'll have to think on that. 

RATNER 

Was it probably to kind of—? 

ELLIS 

Acquaint teachers with the way we were handling the—Yeah. I think we had 

them actually participate. We did do some things with parents to bring them in 

from time to time with the kids. The only danger was—I think we tried some 

child-parent night where the parent would come in and—But we found the kids 

would tend to copy the parent. 

RATNER 

Oh, that's interesting. 

ELLIS 

Yeah. So it had to be very carefully handled to get the—So we did more work 

just directly with the parent to come in and play with the materials and see how 

that could help and be interesting, rather than trying to put the two of them 

together. I think a lot of that was to just have the teachers work the same way 

our workshops worked and show them what were the benefits of it, to try to get 

them more creatively involved in their own classrooms, or think how they 

could. I think part of the problem was in the public schools, the classrooms 

were used for other activity. There wasn't just an art room. If there could be an 

art room where they went, it wouldn't matter if they spilled paint, because, 

again, it was geared for the same thing, rather than doing it in their regular 



classroom where they have to then clean up and go on with their other thing. 

That very much limits what the teachers could do. 

RATNER 

Okay. Great. I wanted to talk a little bit more about some of your other 

responsibilities at the Museum. When we had talked on the telephone before 

the interview, you told me that you also hung shows and designed catalogs and 

things like that. I don't think that was part of what you thought you would be 

doing when you were hired. How did all that come about? 

RATNER 

Well, I had done quite a little designing and graphic work and was interested in 

it, so I—Most of the directors had no training in that, and so I kind of took that 

over as part of my job when I went there. I knew something about production. 

So you'll find most of the catalogs of that period, I designed them. 

RATNER 

Up until you left? 

ELLIS 

Yes. Most of them. It was just because I was part of the staff, and there was no 

use to pay somebody else to do it. I brought a lot of—Some of these, in going 

over them, it shows some of the membership drives that they had to join the 

Museum and special activities at this time. Partly through the Art Alliance and 

everything, there was a lot of this energy in expanding membership and getting 

the Museum known. This was another—This was once— 

RATNER 

They're very attractive. It must have been fairly expensive to do something like 

this. 

ELLIS 

Well, more with the die cutting, yeah, but not a lot. But, again, these were 

special promotion things. I just kept some of these because of the design thing 

involved. Oh, like the "Kurt Schwitters [Retrospective"] catalog was one of the 

most fun ones that I enjoyed designing and so forth. The cover was also the 

poster, just four folded to make the cover of the catalog, and things like that. 

Here's the ["Marcel] Duchamp [Retrospective"] talk thing that we put out. So 

there's a lot of these activities going on. 

RATNER 

This Duchamp exhibition is famous. Everybody talks about this one. 

ELLIS 

Yes. That was Walter [Hopps]'s, I think, first big exhibition there. And the 

"New American Sculpture" show. 

RATNER 

And the hanging of the shows and things. Did you enjoy doing that, as well? 

ELLIS 



Yeah. I liked that, because that was, again, something that I felt, maybe as a 

designer or artist, more comfortable doing. Somehow, both Tom and most of 

the directors were willing to turn that over to me in terms of helping with it or 

whatever. Also, I found, personally, I learned a lot about the paintings. It really 

helped me. When you arrange a show, you get much better acquainted with the 

work. I found it was a real education for me, with all these different 

exhibitions, to have to learn enough about the artist to be able to train docents. 

Even some of the works, if I didn't care for them quite that much myself, I had 

to figure out a positive—[laughter] I had to understand it enough, or really get 

into it to talk about it to the public as a positive thing. You know, maybe it 

wasn't my cup of tea as an artwork. It was important work in the sense of why 

the Museum was showing it. So I think that was—As a painter myself, it was a 

very good experience to look at all artwork in a broader sense and not just in 

relationship to my own work. I think a lot of painters see the art world from 

their standpoint that way, and I just had to have a broader approach to it in that 

way. 

RATNER 

When was the docent program started? 

ELLIS 

Well, soon after I arrived, I think, we started training docents. 

RATNER 

And you taught it? 

ELLIS 

A lot of it, yeah. I would give them a crash course in understanding modern art 

in that sense. Tom would come and talk to them. Or if there was a special 

exhibition that he had curated, maybe he would talk about it to them, and we 

would go over how to present it and certain—kind of train them how to talk 

about different paintings and things in the permanent collection. I think one of 

the parts of the permanent collection I loved the most were the [Alexei von] 

Jawlensky paintings because of arranging from time to time little exhibitions of 

permanent things that I—Really, his work had the greatest influence on me at 

that time as a painter. 

RATNER 

I think maybe this is a good place to stop, and we'll pick up with the [Galka 

Scheyer] Blue Four [Collection] and Jawlensky with the next tape. 
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RATNER 



We were talking a little bit about [Alexei von] Jawlensky before we flipped the 

tape, and I wanted to ask you a little bit about the [Galka Scheyer] Blue Four 

Collection. Before the Museum received the Galka Scheyer collection in 1954, 

their collection itself was rather eclectic. I don't think they had a very firm 

acquisition policy as to what they would accept. But after they took the Blue 

Four collection, the emphasis was almost exclusively—in terms particularly of 

what they were exhibiting—modern, and then later even, very focused on 

contemporary works. Given the nature of the community from which they 

derived the bulk of their support, do you think that they made a mistake on 

focusing so strongly on the contemporary period? 

ELLIS 

I don't know whether it was a mistake in the sense of—I think the Museum 

needed to find its role in the greater Los Angeles picture. Whether that Galka 

Scheyer collection gave them a strong twentieth-century base to build on, and 

somehow as the Museum became more professionally operated and directed 

and so forth—I don't think there were many old collections in Pasadena, 

anyway, that I know of, of major nineteenth-[century art] or anything like that, 

collections that might have come to the Museum or would have exerted 

influence. Probably because of limited funds, in terms of borrowing paintings 

or setting up shows, the things that were more readily accessible were the 

contemporary things in the greater L. A. area, to get the artists' exhibitions in. 

Somehow, probably due to a combination of no one else was doing the 

contemporary scene at that particular point, and the availability of work of that 

nature rather than curating a major show and having to borrow outside of the 

area, which was a considerable other expense, it probably just all made that 

easier to happen or to go in that direction. There was a void, I'm sure, there that 

the Museum moved into.I think they did lose the community itself. But I'm not 

sure—They never had the community, in a certain sense, behind them. 

[laughter] But I do know that a lot of the more moneyed people of Pasadena 

were probably put off by the contemporary exhibition thing. There were only a 

few, Mrs. [Elizabeth] Crossett and Ms. [Eleanor] Bissell that I know of, and 

Eudie [Eudorah Moore] could probably tell you more that kind of stayed loyal 

to the Museum regardless of what they would show. They just believed in the 

Museum and so forth and didn't kind of withdraw support because they didn't 

like the art. They always continued to support it, right up till their death, when 

we were doing all these wild shows. So yes, I think it hurt from the standpoint 

of the community, although it was never that heavily supported in the first 

place. It just built its following, and the people that came in to serve on the 

board and the Art Alliance [of the Pasadena Art Museum] and everything were, 

I think, excited by that more contemporary thing or became interested in it as 

they became part of the Museum. Hopefully, some of the shows and the 



lectures and things we did helped to orient them towards what was going on. 

But the whole area needed—L. A. itself was not accepting contemporary art 

rapidly in the fifties and early sixties. There was still a lot of groundwork that 

had to be done. People would come into the Museum and they would be greatly 

upset by some of the exhibitions. The general response to abstract 

expressionism was not good across the country. The attitude was, "My child 

could do this"— 

RATNER 

Right. 

ELLIS 

—and all of that. Then when pop art kind of came along in the early sixties, 

there was even resistance to that among some of the galleries on La Cienega 

[Boulevard]. I think one of the galleries put real Campbell's Soup— 

RATNER 

Right. 

ELLIS 

—cans in. You heard about that. 

RATNER 

I did. 

ELLIS 

So. That was Primus-Stuart [Gallery] or one of them that did that. They were so 

upset by that idea. So that was just part of, you know, that time when we 

weren't—The whole art world and the whole multi-nature of art, that is, you 

know, pluralism that's accepted now, just wasn't accepted then. We forget that. 

I felt a lot of my job was involved in educating that public, trying to get some 

insight into contemporary art through to them, which was interesting. It 

continued when I went to New Mexico, because there again, the community 

was behind, had lagged behind. The University Museum was trying to show 

contemporary, and I just had to keep doing that. 

RATNER 

Given the significance of the Blue Four collection, because it basically put the 

Museum on the map in terms of how the art world perceived the Pasadena Art 

Museum, do you feel that it was given enough prominence to be exhibited 

enough? Was there enough effort made to publish a catalog? 

ELLIS 

Well, there was never the definitive catalog that they were supposed to do. I 

don't know whether they ever did publish it. But it was not done while I was 

there, because I don't think they had the funds. They did show it, or parts of it, 

from time to time. A lot of it was up, because it was a major part of the 

permanent collection that they had to show. Even we forget how those things 

were not as well known, even back in the fifties, as they are now. I'm sure 



maybe you've heard of some of these stories of the Jawlenskys. After Galka 

Scheyer's death, I think there was a portfolio of small paintings that was tied up 

in customs, several portfolios of—They, you know, sold for $200 or something 

like that, ten little paintings. 

RATNER 

Oh, my goodness. 

ELLIS 

That these things—Just no one really valued them that highly. Again, this 

whole—Well, the art market itself wasn't as great as it is now, and the whole—

Which is another interesting thing I want to talk about a little later, maybe, is 

about the art market in New York versus Pasadena in that thing that they were 

doing, in showing contemporary art, that we forget how unknown [Emil] Nolde 

and—with the exception of a few scholars or people that were interested in that 

kind of art—that it was all new, all contemporary, and just wasn't that accepted. 

There wasn't a lot of market. Even the prints and things by a lot of the German 

expressionists were a couple of hundred dollars, not that expensive still. You 

could buy things, because a lot of people just weren't giving that much attention 

to that period. 

RATNER 

How would you rate the quality of the permanent collection in 1956? 

ELLIS 

Well, outside of the Blue Four, it wasn't much.That was the main, to my 

knowledge, the main part of the collection. They had some nineteenth-century 

landscapes and things like that, and some of the regional Pasadena painters and 

things, but I don't think they had a big collection that I was aware of. Certainly 

nothing of major status, I'll tell you that. 

RATNER 

How about by the time you left in '64? 

ELLIS 

Well, it had grown tremendously by then. They had a pretty good print 

collection. I think there was an effort to collect in the German expressionist 

area because of the Galka Scheyer collection. They'd been given some things, 

not a lot, I don't think, by that time. Some things on loan, I think. What had 

happened by that time was there were more collectors then orienting towards 

the Pasadena Museum, people like Bob [Robert A.] Rowan and so forth who 

had begun to collect fairly heavily. A lot of the support people and board 

members around the Museum began to collect on their own. So it had helped to 

bring a lot of art into the community. A lot of it hadn't really gotten into the 

permanent collection of the Museum by that time, that I recall. They had 

received some gifts. There was that big gem that was given to them to sell. 

Have you heard about that? 



RATNER 

Oh, that sounds vaguely familiar, now that you mention that. 

ELLIS 

Someone gave this—I can't remember what it was—A carved stone, a 

gemstone of some type that was supposed to be worth a hundred thousand 

[dollars] or something. I remember it being on display there. Supposedly, a gift 

could be sold to raise funds. But I don't know whatever became of it. 

RATNER 

What was the curatorial process while you were there, since they didn't have a 

full-time curator, at least initially? 

ELLIS 

Yeah. I think most of the shows were decided on by the director, as I recall. 

They would have a few things done by some outside curator who knew the 

material or something, but I don't think they had funds to pay people much for 

that kind of guest curatorship or anything like that. So most of it was pretty 

much the director's decision until we began to get a larger staff to help do it. 

RATNER 

Do you know if he had to clear it through the board, or it was just basically his 

decision? 

ELLIS 

I don't know in terms of that. I don't think the board gave the director much 

trouble. I don't recall any battles going on with the director wanting to do 

something that they didn't want him to do. 

RATNER 

Okay. Well, you brought up some things about some of the exhibitions that 

they had, and maybe you could tell me which exhibitions you recall off-hand as 

being the most exciting, or which were the most significant. Which were the 

crowd pleasers? 

ELLIS 

The ones I remember the most were maybe going back, of course, with the 

[Marc] Chagall retrospective ["Chagall Seventieth Anniversary Exhibition"], 

which drew a big crowd. 

RATNER 

Yes. I've noted here, as you can see, it attracted over eight thousand people, 

which I guess was quite— 

ELLIS 

I think that appealed to the greater Los Angeles community, and particularly 

the Jewish community, which it had a great deal of appeal to. It got people 

from the Westside coming into Pasadena, where some of the others, more just a 

contemporary show, might not have gotten people over. So, that was a major, 

major exhibition. The Bradley Walker Tomlin show, I remember, was a very 



interesting exhibition. ["Peter] Voulkos" created quite a stir. The Sam Francis 

show I personally loved very much. Some of the big paintings of the fifties: 

The Whiteness of the Whale was then, and some of those big, more oriental-

looking paintings that looked spectacular in the Museum, too. 

RATNER 

That was an early show for Sam Francis, wasn't it? Fairly early? 

ELLIS 

I think, yeah. He wasn't that well known in this country. I don't know how 

many places it toured to. It was a traveling show that Martha Jackson put on. 

RATNER 

What kind of public response did that get? 

ELLIS 

Well, not overjoyous, in terms of—[laughter] You know, I don't remember a 

great response. I remember I was tremendously impressed. I liked the scale and 

everything of it, and the really oriental balance or dynamics of it was 

tremendous. The [Mark] Tobey retrospective was very interesting, a smaller 

show.The [Georges] Braque was kind of interesting. I might tell you a little 

side story on the Braque thing, that when I went to Europe that year, Sam 

Francis's apartment that he had, that we took over, was like two doors down 

from Braque's studio on a little street that's now called rue de Georges Braque, I 

guess. So all during the year I'd see Braque going in and out in his chauffeur-

driven Bentley as I was walking up and down this little dead-end street it was 

on. I really didn't feel my French was good enough or anything that I could 

make much of an approach. But just before I left Paris, in the spring, we had 

done a small catalog of that show, "Georges Braque," in the United States, and 

I designed that catalog. So I had my concierge take a copy of the catalog to 

Braque's concierge to see about maybe meeting him or something. He was in 

kind of ill health and was leaving for the country, but he sent back a little book 

on his paintings that is signed to me and told me the next time I was in Paris 

that I must come and see him and so on and so forth. Of course, by the time I 

got back, he had died after that time. The Braque catalog that the Pasadena 

Museum did did get to Braque.The [Richard] Diebenkorn show was while I 

was in Europe, which I was fortunate that I missed. The Hassel Smith show 

was an excellent show, I remember that. He's a painter—He's now in England, I 

think, isn't he? 

RATNER 

I don't know. 

ELLIS 

He was, the last I heard, living in England. It was a very important, very—one 

of the leading abstract painters in California at that late fifties— 

RATNER 



Was he a Bay Area painter? 

ELLIS 

Yeah. The ["Major] German Expressionist [Exhibition"] was good, all good 

shows. 

RATNER 

["Edward] Kienholz" must have woken them up a little bit. 

ELLIS 

Yeah, that was very controversial, too, because they had the abortion [The 

Illegal Operation] and— 

RATNER 

Oh, that was in there? 

ELLIS 

—and they had [Back Seat] Dodge ['38], the back seat of the car. They had 

those there. That was quite a powerful show. It did, it upset a lot of people. The 

[Robert] Motherwell show was very—That got a huge crowd. Motherwell 

came out to speak. Has that been mentioned? 

RATNER 

No. 

ELLIS 

Have you ever heard of that? 

RATNER 

No, not at all. 

ELLIS 

He came out and gave a talk, and they completely overflowed the auditorium. 

They had to set up loudspeakers out in the patio of that old building, because 

they just couldn't get everyone in that wanted to hear him, which was amazing. 

Motherwell, it was his first major retrospective. He was very overwhelmed by 

the turnout and gave just a moving talk, very personal, about his own life and 

everything and becoming an artist and everything. I felt that he was so moved 

that it was a very wonderful talk. I don't know whether it was taped or not. 

RATNER 

I was just going to ask you about it. 

ELLIS 

Yeah. It would be interesting to— 

RATNER 

Yes, check into that. 

ELLIS 

Because he kind of recalled how he got into art. I remember he said he was in 

college in the thirties and his family wanted him to go into the banking business 

or something, and he didn't want to. So he just stayed in school. [laughter] He 



just kept going to school. Of course, he went back and ended up with a Ph.D. in 

philosophy— 

RATNER 

Yeah, that's right. 

ELLIS 

—before he got into painting. So there was just an amazing turnout. It was a 

good show. 

RATNER 

Well, what kind of people came to that, do you think? 

ELLIS 

Well, the artist community. A lot of the artists in L. A. It was a big turnout of 

people that would have known who Motherwell was that early. Again, well, by 

'62, abstract expressionism was more accepted, but only, you know, still, 

maybe not that much in the public, but certainly in the art community it was 

pretty dominant by that time. So there were a lot of people from all over L. A. 

who came to that. As I say, we had to set up speakers out in the garden. I 

remember there were people who stayed out. They couldn't even get in. Of 

course, that little auditorium didn't seat that many people. But for the Museum, 

it was a big turnout, and that was fun. The ["Kurt] Schwitters: [A] 

Retrospective [Exhibition"] was an excellent show. Of course, the California 

Design thing started then. "Llyn Foulkes" was an excellent show. "New 

Painting of Common Objects." I don't remember that that well, what that was. 

["Emerson] Woelffer: [Work from 1946 to 1962"]. The [Marcel] Duchamp 

[retrospective] as a major thing. I felt the "New American Sculpture" was a 

very exciting show. This was later. 

RATNER 

What did that include? 

ELLIS 

That had [John] Chamberlain, [H. C.] Westermann, Lee Bonique, [Edward] 

Higgins, Kenneth Price. It was really a very exciting show. 

RATNER 

Who turned out for that sort of thing? The artistic community primarily, or— 

ELLIS 

Well, we were getting pretty good crowds by that time, as far as—Yeah, I 

think. 

RATNER 

So including the general community, as well. 

ELLIS 

Yeah. But I think a lot of it was, for things like that, it wasn't just the Pasadena 

crowd, it was the greater L. A. crowd. Yeah, it was important by that time, 



coming in. The "Jawlensky: [A Centennial Exhibition"] show was the first big 

showing of the major part of the collection that— 

RATNER 

Oh. 

ELLIS 

They have over a hundred Jawlenskys in that Galka Scheyer collection. It's 

amazing. They would have, from time to time, ten or twelve of them up, I 

remember in that sense. But this was one of the first where the whole thing was 

up. Have you seen the catalog on that? 

RATNER 

Uh-huh [affirmative]. 

ELLIS 

Yeah. 

RATNER 

Oh, no, not on that particular show. I meant what they finally did for the Blue 

Four. 

ELLIS 

No, on the Jawlensky show. 

RATNER 

No, I didn't. 

ELLIS 

I think I have some extra ones of those. If you like, I'll send you— 

RATNER 

Yeah, that would be great. 

ELLIS 

["Jack] Tworkov" was a—There was "A View of the Century—Cezanne to 

DeKooning." I don't remember that. It must have been after I left. You want to 

talk about the ["Thirteenth] San Gabriel [Artists Exhibition"] show? 

RATNER 

Yes, very much so. 

ELLIS 

Because I pulled these out. This goes back to 1956, and the San Gabriel Valley 

exhibition was kind of the regional show for the artists out in that area. But 

what's interesting is who was in them, because they were all pretty well juried. 

See, you have Carl [S.] Dentzel, who was head of the Southwest Museum, 

Peter [H.] Selz and Richard Haines the jurors, so—One of the others, Gerald 

[J.] Nordland, who became director of San Francisco [Museum of Modern Art], 

is on it, so that it wasn't an amateurish show, because the Museum insisted on 

good jurors. So it's kind of interesting to go through who was in them. Karl 

Benjamin that got the purchase awards, Bentley Shaft, [Frederick] 

Hammersley, Richards Ruben. 



RATNER 

Who provided money for the purchase? 

ELLIS 

There were various—There wasn't a lot of money. But I think some of it came 

out of just the director's funds, and there'd be occasionally some— I don't 

know, I think that the Pasadena society that had banks and stuff would give 

some money. But— 

RATNER 

Oh, and then it was all for sale, it looks like? 

ELLIS 

Yes. Yeah. Isn't that sad to see the prices? 

RATNER 

Oh, it's amazing. 

ELLIS 

Isn't that wonderful? Yeah, this is Anna Glivera; that's [Suzanna] Mueller. She 

was born in Argentina, I think—Chile. 

RATNER 

How much did the Karl Benjamin sell for? I bet the Museum— 

ELLIS 

Kienholz bought it for $150. 

RATNER 

A hundred and fifty. 

ELLIS 

Nineteen fifty-six. Who is that under? That wasn't the one we bought; here's the 

one. 

RATNER 

Oh, I'm sorry, I thought you were looking— 

ELLIS 

The tenth. The jurors here were Jules Heller, John Foster, director of Santa 

Barbara [Museum of Art], and Jim [James] Jarvais, a painter. I don't know what 

they have that under. 

RATNER 

Oh, here it is. But it just says, "Purchased by the Pasadena Art Museum." It 

doesn't give a price. 

ELLIS 

Oh, then they didn't give the price because they took it out. Yeah, the same 

with this one, the Kienholz, They Tarred and Feathered the Angel of Peace. So 

it was interesting that there were some good things coming into the collection, 

but I'm sure it was in—I have a figure in my mind of, like, $400 or something 

for that. I don't know where that came from, but that's within line of what many 

of these things are about that time: $300, $400, $500. 



RATNER 

And look, these prints are all for, like, $35 and $40. 

ELLIS 

Yeah, we just forget how different the economy—Still, there's a record of my 

salary. I forget what I started for the Museum. It was just amazing, like $400 a 

month or something like that. That's why I had to teach other classes. Let's see 

if there's any more of those. These are some of the invitations. I have some 

other ones. The Thirteenth—This is 1961. Gifford Phillips, Lee Mullican, 

[Douglas] McClelland, assistant director at Otis [Art Institute] then. 

RATNER 

And what was the purchase price that year? 

ELLIS 

I don't know. 

RATNER 

It doesn't say? 

ELLIS 

Karl Benjamin had a recommendation. [Paul] Sarkisian? Is that a 

recommendation for purchase? Stephan Hune? Sarkisian was juried, $400. So 

that's kind of another interesting aspect, because it was, I think, an important 

role for the artists out in that end of town, too. 

RATNER 

Yeah. And probably the community was fairly supportive of this sort of thing, I 

would think. 

ELLIS 

A little more. Well, it drew a lot of people from farther east, from Arcadia, and 

that, you know, from out in the San Fernando Valley. Then they do the shows 

of the Pasadena Society of Artists, which was kind of put down, because it was 

a smaller region and tended to be maybe more amateur painters, some of them 

in it. Although, too, they did make an effort to get most of the professional 

painters to join. But the Museum insisted if they had it at the Museum that the 

Museum could pick the jury. So this one was Jules Langsner and Phil [Philip 

L.] Dike and—So again, it's kind of interesting who was in some of these 

shows. It was all part, I think, of kind of serving the community and getting the 

Pasadena more oriented towards it, the museum. But the role was—I think the 

museum, the directors and the board were moving into becoming bigger than 

Pasadena in that sense, you know, were in the role to serve more than just 

Pasadena itself. I'm sure that maybe hurt the community. This is the invitation 

to the—When they had the Braque show, they had— 

RATNER 

Oh, that's wonderful. 

ELLIS 



—a "Braquechannal" to celebrate the opening. 

RATNER 

[laughter] Did you do this? 

ELLIS 

Yeah. 

RATNER 

Oh, that's great. That's really nice. They were quite famous for the openings, I 

hear. 

ELLIS 

Yes. The Art Alliance was just great at putting on parties. That's great. They 

did things with great flair and great imagination. Yeah. 

RATNER 

Do you remember any in particular that stand out in your mind as being 

particularly innovative or unusual? 

ELLIS 

Well, things like that, when in—I don't remember. Let's see, what would have 

been any of that?There's none of them that—so much so. But of course, the big 

Duchamp party opening, party after, at the Green Hotel is kind of legendary. 

RATNER 

Oh, I don't know about that. 

ELLIS 

Don't you know that? 

RATNER 

No. 

ELLIS 

They had—After the Duchamp opening, they had a big party with a band and 

everything at the Green Hotel, which was built about the time of Duchamp, 

around the early part of the century. A lot of people came in tux. Some of the—

Larry Bell and some of the artists, I think, came with, like, false noses and 

glasses on, you know, but kind of—But it was a real kind of Pasadena society 

party, you know, very elegant and food and everything, and black tie and 

everyone all dressed up. I remember at one point during the evening, Duchamp 

and his wife were kind of sitting quietly at the table, and my wife and I were 

going by and stopped to talk to them, something, and here were all the—This 

wild dancing and party going on out there, and champagne was being passed 

around and everything, and Duchamps's wife said something to the effect of, 

"We had forgotten how Americans play." [laughter] Which was a wonderful 

comment, because here was everyone all dressed up and this wonderful party 

going on. Dennis Hopper was there, that whole element from, you know, the 

younger artists of the community. So that was kind of a legendary party if you 



talk to some of the artists who were there.This is one on twentieth-century art 

in '58. I don't have that down. 

RATNER 

I think I might have seen a catalog for this. 

ELLIS 

Yeah. Then they did some things with the Encounters [program of 

contemporary music at the Pasadena Art Museum]. Have you heard about that 

program with the music, kind of thing? 

RATNER 

Uh-huh [affirmative]. 

ELLIS 

Because— 

RATNER 

But nobody's really talked about it too much. If you want to— 

ELLIS 

Well, I don't know that much, except I helped design these things for them. But 

the fact that they did branch out into music and, you know, have some [John] 

Cage concerts there and things going on, was just another aspect of it. It wasn't 

just art. The Music Teachers Association of Pasadena sponsored this. You can 

have these things if you'd like to have them, to look them over, because I think 

I have duplicates of all of them. I kept a lot of these as a part of my design 

thing. 

RATNER 

Okay. The other exhibitions that you don't have any of the catalogs here for, of 

course, was the California Design series. That had been shown annually, I 

think, from 1956 until 1961. Then in 1961, Eudorah Moore was hired as the 

curator of design, and then the California Design exhibitions became a 

triennial. I wondered if you could tell me how relevant you think the design 

exhibitions were to a contemporary art museum? 

ELLIS 

Well, they were very exciting. I think there might have been some hesitation or 

reservations by anyone of a more scholarly, academic nature, maybe as to 

whether a museum should include that. But Mrs. Moore's always very devoted 

to the crafts and had a special interest in that and what was going on. Again, it 

was an exciting time of what was happening in L. A. with [Charles and Ray] 

Eames being here and just a lot of that kind of energy devoted in that direction, 

so that they became—She was, I think, one of the first to focus that, or these 

shows began to focus it on what was happening in California. Of course, it 

became a very important show. I think maybe Tom [Thomas W.] Leavitt may 

have had some reservations about it, being more of a professional, the trained 

museum person and art historian. But I think it was—Again, it brought a big 



segment of the public into the Museum that wouldn't have come otherwise, that 

just straight, art-oriented exhibitions wouldn't bring in. So it did get a different 

element of greater Los Angeles into it. They became very well-attended shows. 

I think doing the big catalogs was very important, too, in building the 

reputation of it. Catalogs are very important in the museum world and in 

documenting shows, because you can do things, and without that visual 

documentation of it, people forget you did it and tend to overlook it, or it gets 

lost in the thing. So to have some documentation is very important. 

RATNER 

What was the perception of the design world towards these exhibitions? 

ELLIS 

I don't know. I think they were very excited about it, maybe some of the 

craftsmen. I didn't know that group that well and had some contact with them 

maybe at the time of the exhibitions, but not a lot. My role is more designing 

the catalog and— 

RATNER 

You designed the California Design catalogs? 

ELLIS 

Yes. Those—I think "VIII," "IX," and "X," and they were a big job, because 

there was a lot of color work— 

RATNER 

Yeah, I've seen them. They're nice catalogs. 

ELLIS 

—and trying to get the color to fall in the right areas. It took a lot of special 

working out the page sequences so you could print the color on the right side, 

and how you folded the sheets together, and so on and so forth. Then even after 

I left Pasadena and went to Albuquerque, Eudie had me design the catalogs. 

She came over to Albuquerque with the material, and we went over all the 

pictures, and I designed them and came back, brought them back and forth, and 

produced the books for her. I think I did three of them: "VIII," "IX," and "XI," 

or "VIII," "IX," and "X." I forget exactly the numbers without looking them up. 

But I did do three of those big California Design books. 

RATNER 

Did you have a sense of how the rest of the museum staff felt about the 

exhibitions? 

ELLIS 

The California Design, or all of them? 

RATNER 

No, the California Design. 

ELLIS 



Well, I don't remember a big enough—when you say the rest of the staff—that 

there was any kind of resistance to them. 

RATNER 

Well, you know, I'm asking because later on, after you had left, there was a lot 

of resistance. So I just wondered whether any of that had surfaced previously. 

ELLIS 

See, I think that came in more with the professional, or when a bigger ambition 

towards the avant-garde, contemporary came in. It might have been later. I 

don't know how dedicated Jim [James T.] Demetrion was to it, or Walter 

[Hopps], in that sense. I think Tom [Leavitt] might have gotten a little 

disenchanted with it. I don't know. Have you interviewed him yet? 

RATNER 

No, not yet. No. 

ELLIS 

That will be interesting. Because he—I felt I worked with him very well. He 

was very supportive of the education program. To my knowledge, I don't recall 

his ever blocking me in anything I wanted to do in that sense. We were able to 

talk about things, and I think I enjoyed a very nice working relationship with 

him. It maybe could have been awkward. He arrived right about the time I got 

back from that first European trip with the army in Germany. He was younger 

than I was and so forth, and, of course, more of a scholar in the art history sense 

than I was, too. So I think there could have been some awkward things in terms 

of our working together, but it didn't work out that way. We, I think, got along 

very well. I've always enjoyed—I haven't seen him in the last few years, but 

I've kept in touch with him over the years and greatly respect him. So that 

worked out very well, but—And as a young director, he didn't have much 

experience, and so there was a—A lot of the early decisions, I think, were hard 

for him. To come in there and start to administer and try to upgrade the 

Museum as he saw it, and coming out to the West Coast—I'm not sure how 

familiar he was with this area. So all in all, I felt our relationship was very 

good. As a matter of fact, he probably spoiled me for later when Walter came 

along, and I found that much more difficult to work with, he being much more 

evasive and hard to get answers from. I think I lasted about a year with Walter. 

That was part of my—Not that I wasn't getting somewhat restless and ready to 

leave, but I think that was a very big point. Am I getting ahead here? 

RATNER 

No, that's fine. Go right ahead. Maybe what we'll do is flip the tape right now. 
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RATNER 

Before we flipped the tape, you were mentioning your relationship with Tom 

Leavitt and Walter Hopps, and I thought maybe we'd just back up a little bit, 

and you could tell me a little bit about each director that you worked with. For 

example, when you were hired, [W. Joseph] Fulton, as we mentioned, was still 

on board. How would you rate his performance as a director? 

ELLIS 

Well, I guess what I didn't know when I took the job was that he had a drinking 

problem. It soon became apparent that there were some problems, and there 

were several kinds of difficult situations that I found myself in. Not a lot there 

at first, because I was more involved just with getting the education department 

started. But Joe was a very likable man, personally, but when this problem 

would surface, it was some very difficult situations, I think, so that that whole 

thing blew up very quickly after I arrived. I started in the fall of '56. He was out 

and Langsner was in by '57, so it wasn't a full year even that I think he was 

there. As a matter of fact, I had some very interesting conversations with him 

and discussions and everything over lunch and various things, but it was 

awkward at times to do business. 

RATNER 

Was he asked to leave, or was that his decision? 

ELLIS 

I think he was asked to leave. Yeah. 

RATNER 

But I'm not exactly clear on the role Jules Langsner played. Did he come in as 

an acting director, or was he simply brought in to get that Chagall show off the 

ground? 

ELLIS 

I think he just came in to do the Chagall show. The show had been scheduled, 

and I don't think Joe Fulton had done much on it, and it was getting rather late, 

which was all part of the crisis that was building up. The Museum was 

committed to the show. I don't know how they decided on the show, except 

there was an Episcopalian minister that had the big collection of Chagalls. 

Have you heard of him? 

RATNER 

No. 

ELLIS 

The name, I think, is Reverend [James] McLane? Something. Has no one 

mentioned him? 

RATNER 

No. 

ELLIS 



He had a big collection of Chagalls. He had somehow known Chagall earlier 

and started collecting them. Did Chagall ever come to America? It seemed to 

me he was briefly in America or something. 

RATNER 

I think so. But I don't know if it was in Los Angeles. 

ELLIS 

No. No. It was not here. But Reverend McLane was in the East. Somehow there 

was this big collection here in L. A. that, I think, may have been what started 

the show. Because there was, like, the Bible series. I think he had that whole set 

of prints, and Mein Leben, I think were both Father McLane's, and several big 

paintings. So there was a good start on the exhibition right here, which may 

have been why that was decided on. But I think then after Jules arrived to 

curate the show, I think he went to Paris to see Chagall then and to finish 

arranging the show or something. I seem to recall he made a trip over there. So 

the show was really strung together rather quickly, because it had been delayed 

enough that it, you know, that there was a little bit of a crash program to pull it 

off on schedule. So Langsner, I think, was just brought in to do that. I don't 

know what—There's been a lot of speculation as to whether Jules should have 

been made director and what was going on in the board to make the decision to 

hire someone else. 

RATNER 

Do you think he should have been? 

ELLIS 

Well, I think he would have been a certain logical choice in many ways that—

He was not the professionally-trained museum person, and I think that may 

have been part of the conflict of what the trustees wanted or whatever. But he 

was a very respected critic in this area, and a scholar in his own way in that 

sense, and I think could have been a very good another step. He got along with 

people very well, to my knowledge, or observation, was well liked, pretty well 

liked by the community, L. A. in general, I think, was a very respected, 

probably the leading critic at that time in L. A. So I don't know, say, what the 

politics were, but they made the decision to hire Tom. But that happened soon 

after that. See, that exhibition was in the spring. I think Tom started in the late 

fall of '57. 

RATNER 

Yeah, I don't know exactly what month. I just know it was '57. What kind of an 

impact do you think Tom Leavitt had on the Museum? 

ELLIS 

Well, I think a major impact, because he was there the longest of this early 

period and the most stable, and kind of put it, say—despite his lack of 

experience, he, I think, put it in a respectable position, got it going. He was 



painfully slow making decisions early on. It was kind of interesting to work 

with him in that sense. I would find myself wanting to almost put answers in 

his mouth. He would be wanting to decide on something, or to say something, 

and he would just deliberate a long time. It was just—I could feel that he just 

didn't have that kind of experience yet to make decisions. I'm sure he wanted to 

do it right, to do the right thing, and so he would kind of be very slow in 

deciding on something. It was painful, sometimes, to watch it. No, I think he 

was very important. He had, I'm sure, some conflicts with the board, and I think 

he and Eudorah clashed considerably from time to time. Eudie's a very strong 

woman to work with, [laughter] I think Tom, in his lack of experience and 

some of the conflict between how Eudorah would know the community or 

sense it, and maybe his professional ethics, or wanting to do things, I'm sure 

they had different views of how to approach things from time to time. But, as I 

say, I wasn't always directly in on that. My relationship with Eudie was very 

good. So I think Tom really did a great deal. He was well liked by most of the 

artists, I think, in the L. A. area. He picked up on the art scene very quickly. I 

think Richards Ruben probably helped a lot. He and Dick were close. So I 

think, although the real contemporary wasn't in Tom's training, he really picked 

up on it very quickly and got interested in it and responded genuinely to it. So 

he, I'm sure, helped to establish the direction. One of the interesting things 

about this whole thing, when—if I can go off on another little story. The year I 

went to Paris, there was someone in the community who was a relative of 

Hartung, Hans Hartung. I was to look up Hartung when I was in Paris to see 

about maybe having a show with the Pasadena Art Museum. So I contacted 

Hartung and spent a couple of very enjoyable evenings with him. He and his 

wife were very agreeable people. Hartung was very interested in having a 

show. Tom had asked me to then stop in New York on my way back to see the 

[Solomon R.] Guggenheim [Museum] to see if they would be interested in 

having a show so we could share expenses and ship this thing across the 

country. So I set up an appointment and went to see [Thomas M.] Messer on 

my way back. Hartung had given a big painting to the Guggenheim and so on 

and so forth. When talking with Messer, it became obvious that there was a lot 

of politics on who would get the first one-person show at the Guggenheim. 

There had not been, at that point, a one-person big show. I think it became 

obvious it had to be an American, you know, kind of thing, or Messer felt that 

pressure. Hartung has some work from the thirties, the late thirties, early 

forties, that are very calligraphic, brush stroke things that could be maybe said 

were early abstract expressionism. It was kind of like hinted that those might 

have been dated wrong, predated so it would look like Hartung did it. You 

know, they doubted that he really did it, because it couldn't—New York had to 

be first, kind of. So I picked up on this, kind of, a little bit of the insight into the 



politics of giving a show in New York, which we had none of that pressure in 

Pasadena. To give the Motherwell show didn't change Motherwell's market in 

New York, where, if the Museum of Modern Art gives someone a show, their 

prices all go up. 

RATNER 

Oh, that's interesting. 

ELLIS 

And one of the nice things about the Pasadena Museum, they could do any of 

these things, and it didn't change; there wasn't the pressure of your making the 

artists famous or anything like that. So you just did it because you liked the 

artist's work or wanted to do it, you know, that there was that no one really 

cared. Or it didn't change the way the cards were played in the art world. You 

know, it subsequently has been more publicized, written about on New York 

and the infighting on the Museum of Modern Art board members. I'm sure 

you've read The Art Crowd and books like that that have to do with that. It later 

happened more in Pasadena with [Robert A.] Rowan and a lot of that whole 

thing, that when collectors get enough involved and have big collections or 

money riding on it, they begin to get involved in who's shown at the museum. 

So they want to collect them first, or before their show, or the prices go up and 

everything else. There was just, kind of, none of that. It was maybe an innocent 

time in that respect. But there wasn't much of an art market. No one was selling 

that much. You know, in the fifties, even the abstract expressionist painters 

weren't selling that much either or living that well on their paintings yet. They 

just hadn't gotten that until into the sixties, when it came to be bigger business 

in the art market. So that was kind of a real interesting thing, that you could do 

these shows and it didn't change the whole art world. You did them because 

they were interesting shows or the director, you know, wanted to show this 

guy's work. That was all it took. It wasn't a whole other production, which we 

now find New York is involved in. 

RATNER 

So did they ever do that show? 

ELLIS 

Which? 

RATNER 

The Hans Hartung show. 

ELLIS 

No. We never got it over, because we couldn't get anyone else to go with us to, 

you know, ship it across. That's why. But that was just a little aside thing that I 

think showed how we could have done Hans Hartung if we had the money to 

get it over and— 

RATNER 



Right. 

ELLIS 

—no one would have cared. But in New York, they would have cared very 

much about who or why they were giving Hartung a show. I mean, we didn't 

just have to be that self-conscious or something, which was a nice part of that 

period. I suppose now there is probably more of that in L. A. now, with MOCA 

[Museum of Contemporary Art], you know. 

RATNER 

Right. 

ELLIS 

Who did MOCA give their shows to and everything. 

RATNER 

But it still doesn't compare to New York, I'm sure. 

ELLIS 

No, probably not. But it's probably getting much more pressure on it. And the 

dealers get involved and things like that. 

RATNER 

Okay. Getting back to Leavitt a minute, do you know why he left the Museum? 

ELLIS 

I think there were some battles over the new museum, and all of that with the 

architects, the planning of it, and so forth. I think he was probably getting a lot 

of static about that arid what he wanted to do. There was a lot of politics riding 

on who the architect was. You see, we had— 

RATNER 

Edward [Durrell] Stone. 

ELLIS 

Edward Stone was in first, brought in by one of the board members. I forget his 

name now. [Wesley I. Dumm] He had a big plant that had been designed by 

Stone. So everyone thought he was going to give a lot of money, and Stone was 

kind of brought in as the architect, and then he didn't give the money. So I don't 

know what decision they made to switch the architects, but I know Stone was 

there and did these studies. That looks like what I remember. Yeah, this is— 

RATNER 

I know it was an Egyptian revival design to— 

ELLIS 

Edward Durrell Stone. 

RATNER 

It has a little bit of that flavor to it. So Leavitt just kind of didn't want to— 

ELLIS 

I think that was getting maybe a little bit too much for him. I don't know a lot 

of the other things. I think he was having personal marriage problems, too. 



Whether he just felt too much pressure from the board, which kind of would be 

my sense of a lot of things, both through the battling for the building—

Somehow the Santa Barbara offer came along there, and that seemed—He was 

a kind of a boat person and loved sailboats. I know he went up there and had a 

sailboat. He's had a sailboat at Ithaca ever since. I think he's a kind of an 

outdoors person and likes that life. So there was something, the timing, and it 

was appealing for him to leave about that time, is my sense of it. 

RATNER 

So when he left, that made Walter Hopps the director, although he had been 

hired under Leavitt as the Museum's first full-time curator, in 1962. So he had 

been there, I guess, two years before Tom Leavitt left. How would you rate his 

curatorial, and then his directorial, skills? 

ELLIS 

Well, I think Walter was a very imaginative curator. He had a really good eye 

for what was going on and what was new at that particular time, and was 

probably one of the more inventive, you know, curators at that point. When it 

got down to organizing the shows, it was difficult. But I think his ideas and his 

insight into what was going on was really very important about that time. He 

did put on some very good shows, but it was difficult getting catalogs out on 

time. I think most of Walter's catalogs have always been late. As a matter of 

fact, I think on maybe the Duchamp catalog, Jim Demetrion and I stayed up 

with Walter until about two in the morning one night just saying, "Okay, 

Walter. What do you want on page one?" It was like pulling teeth to get this 

decision out of him. Then we'd finally agree to what was to be on page one. 

"Now, okay, Walter. Page two." It was just very difficult for him to make that 

kind of decision. Again, I think it was a lack of experience. He had been 

involved with the [Ferus] Gallery a little bit there, and not—Walter's an 

interesting person. He was always, I felt, very driven, and I never knew quite 

by what. But he had this energy that he had to be moving and doing and so on 

and so forth. So it was very difficult to pin him down on making decisions and 

getting things up, and he was kind of evasive about that kind of thing. He's 

become somewhat legendary, I guess, in that sense. Then, when he became 

director and I had to deal with him maybe more directly through the workshop 

program and everything, I found it much more difficult to do that and to get any 

decision out of him or to find out where we were with support or things. He 

was just—I still don't know how. I mean, I think the workshops were so 

successful, he couldn't deny them. I'm not sure he would have started them if 

they hadn't had been there, that his interest was in that direction. But it was a 

going program, and I think maybe he liked the kids' stuff and flair, but he was 

pretty driven in his own direction, which was more narrow, to just what he was 

zeroing in on. I don't think he had the broader background of the museum 



world or things like that. I think you'll find it interesting when you talk to him. I 

remember he told me he saw the [Walter and Louise] Arensberg collection 

when he was in high school. 

RATNER 

I think I read that somewhere. 

ELLIS 

Yeah. It really helped turn him on tremendously to art. So it's going to be an 

interesting phenomenon. But I found him very difficult to work for, and it was 

a time when I was getting restless, I guess, kind of wanting to get into a 

situation where I would have more time to paint. Because, after having that—I 

had a very difficult year the year I came back from Europe, from France, the 

summer of '61, I came back. It was hard going back to work after having just 

painted for a year. It was emotionally somewhat difficult to go back to that. 

Then in '62 I turned forty, [laughter] which is another emotional—So in April 

of '62, so I had back to back the trauma of going back to work and then the 

trauma of turning forty. Some of that, wanting to get on with my career, maybe, 

as a painter—Because, I think, through it all, I had been a painter who was 

working for a museum. I loved the museum work, but I had never started out to 

be a museum director as a career or to be the director of the Museum of 

Modern Art or anything. That wasn't my dedication. So all of that kind of 

combined with that I felt it was the time for me to be leaving. 

RATNER 

So Walter was still the director while you're— 

ELLIS 

Yes. 

RATNER 

That's right. He was the director for a year or two after you left. That's right. 

Did he have any formal art historical training? 

ELLIS 

I don't think so. His wife was an art historian, Shirley Hopps [Blum]. But I 

don't think he was—As a matter of fact, he had started in premed. I think he 

was, like, a third-generation doctor. I think there was real pressure on him to go 

to med school. I gather he didn't want to do it. 

RATNER 

Because he came from Ferus—he was one of the founders of the Ferus 

Gallery—I know I read a lot of information. It seems a lot of accusations were 

leveled against him, or later, that he emphasized the Ferus artists too much, that 

he was biased towards them because of that in the exhibitions that he decided to 

mount. Do you think that's a fair assessment? 

ELLIS 



Well, I think it is somewhat natural. If he had picked a, you know—He 

obviously liked their work, because that was what they had picked for the 

gallery and that was part of his whole ambience. But I know he didn't—Some 

of the artists I think were kind of unhappy with Walter because he didn't 

continue to support them after he moved up the museum ladder. He did some of 

the people he had been with, but not all of them. I know I remember talking 

with Phil [Philip] Hefferton, and he was pretty upset with Walter, because 

Walter had kind of supported him early on. Phil did some interesting pop art 

paintings. You know his work? 

RATNER 

No, not at all. 

ELLIS 

Phil Hefferton. Yet Walter, when he started doing shows outside of L. A. and 

so forth, didn't include Hefferton. For what reasons, I don't know. Hefferton 

used to paint big dollar bills with sinking Lincoln, and over where the Lincoln 

would be half sinking below the things—I don't know whether you've ever seen 

any of his paintings. If you look back at some old catalogs, he was in a lot of 

the shows in the early sixties, kind of a very inventive guy. So I know Walter 

didn't just take everybody, but I'm sure a lot of the people—that that would 

have happened with anyone who came out of a gallery, that kind of situation. 

That's what he was involved in. That was kind of the art of his generation, or 

his time, that he picked up on. So it was probably to be expected, because he 

wasn't that trained in terms of other art. So I don't know whether that's a fair 

criticism. But I think that would be just inevitable with anyone that could come 

into a situation like that. 

RATNER 

Okay, then Hopps hired the second curator, and that was Jim Demetrion, who I 

guess you worked with a little bit before you left. How would you rate his 

performance? 

ELLIS 

Well, Jim was a very good curator, I'd say, because he was more scholarly. I 

worked with him on the Jawlensky catalog, because that German expressionist 

area was part of his specialty. I found him very easy to work with. I've kept 

somewhat in contact with him ever since, not close, but—He's always very 

easy to get in touch with, as contrary to Walter, who I've tried to reach several 

times when I've been in Houston. It is just very hard to get through to him, to 

get any more than a "hello" over the phone from him. I think I've seen him a 

couple of times, but—I was very pleased to see Jim at the Hirshhorn [Museum 

and Sculpture Garden, Washington, D. C.]. 

RATNER 



So really, although you were there with Fulton, he obviously was kind of at the 

end of his effectiveness. 

ELLIS 

Right. 

RATNER 

And then Hopps and Leavitt had two very different styles and their abilities 

were very different, too. But could you say which one you thought had the 

greater impact on the Museum? 

ELLIS 

Well, it would depend on how you evaluate and what was the greater impact. I 

think Tom probably, because he established—It was during a time when it 

became fairly well established and known. Walter brought a whole different 

level of, maybe, excitement to the exhibitions. But without the Museum being 

substantially stronger and a more solid organization, I don't think those 

exhibitions could have been done. In other words, to do the Duchamp 

exhibition in 1957 or 1958 probably wouldn't have been possible in terms of 

the whole Museum's support and everything, being able to do that. So I would 

see Tom, maybe, as the more important in terms of solidifying the Museum, 

and on a professional level and so forth, to which Walter could come in and 

have the special flair he had to put on these somewhat spectacular shows. Then 

there was enough support, and people came from all over L. A. to see those, 

because that was six years, seven years later from when Fulton left. So the 

whole reputation of the Museum was different then, and those things could 

happen. I'm not sure that they would have happened. Again, the board changes, 

and the level of support. Some of the early board members probably couldn't 

have supported Duchamp, you know, as much as the later board could have, 

which was, by that time, much more dedicated to the contemporary idea, 

whether it was—Regardless, that was the way the Museum was going. I think 

what happened, then, in the sixties, that it got much more high priced when you 

started doing these bigger shows and more flamboyant shows. I came back 

from Albuquerque a lot the first few years, because I was with the useum over 

there and could travel some to line up, purchase shows and things we were 

doing over there. With my in-laws here in Pasadena, I came back a lot just for 

family reasons, too. So I was back a lot and kept in touch with a lot of what was 

going on with the Museum. But the shows began to get much more expensive, 

and I think that's when a lot of the whole financial crisis—I don't think Tom 

would have let that happen. He was much more cautious in his planning, or 

responsible financially. My perception is that Walter either didn't have that 

good a hold on that thing, and [John R.] Coplans I don't think could have cared 

less in that sense of how much it costs. It was more that they had to do the 

show for their own curatorial status or whatever, or for the show's sake. Things 



were done that didn't need to be done to do even a good show, but were 

exorbitantly expensive. I think the big systemic show that Coplans did ["Serial 

Imagery"]—And they brought in the [Piet] Mondrians from Europe. That's an 

expensive proposition when you bring Mondrians over. I think the catalog 

could have been published with them reproduced in it and done, the critical 

connection made, and everything. Without even the few thousands of people 

that maybe saw the show here, the cost was—It was kind of the desire to play 

with the big boys that had come into the Museum, apt to become more 

prestigious or whatever. The collectors, Rowan was getting known in New 

York and everything from—The whole sense of it, its importance was 

changing, and I think that somehow that got into the building itself. I think that 

that new museum building—And that was some of Tom's, I think, conflict with 

the building design as it was going, that that Museum could have been less 

costly than it was. 

RATNER 

Why don't we talk about the new building a little bit, as long as you've brought 

that up again. The discussions obviously were going on before you ever left, 

although the building itself wasn't completed until very late, 1969. What was 

your understanding of the reason for returning to the Carmelita property? 

ELLIS 

Well, as I understand it, they found out that that property was available, had 

been set aside for a cultural center, for a museum, and the building, that old 

building they were in, was getting too small for the programs that the museum 

was doing. It was this solidly built building. I don't know whether you've been 

over to the old— 

RATNER 

I've just seen it from the outside. 

ELLIS 

Yeah. You should go in it and look at it, because it's an interesting building. 

But it's built like the Rock of Gibraltar. So it was very inflexible, and I think 

the Museum needed new space, bigger space. I think there was even some talk 

of trying to add on and around the corner and buying a parking lot or 

something. 

RATNER 

I think that was Hopps's suggestion— 

ELLIS 

Was that? 

RATNER 

—to try and do that. 

ELLIS 



Things like that could have been done and maybe would have been a lot 

cheaper. But when they found out this Carmelita land was available, and the 

city—It was right near the end of when that option would run out, which I'm 

sure Eudorah knows more about, because she was very involved in that whole 

negotiation. So they were able to get the city to agree that they could use that 

land. I think that's what—Maybe that was too appealing and got in the way. But 

the more expensive thing came out of it than just a more natural expansion that 

could have taken place right in the old building. 

RATNER 

So who would you say was the major force behind this move? 

ELLIS 

Well, I think Eudie was very important in it, and probably several others of the 

trustees that had this sense of wanting to make use of that land. It was a 

beautiful site. I think the building, when you look at it in terms of its functional 

aspects as a museum—I don't know what happened that the professional 

museum people—I don't know whether it was Walter or just who was in at the 

time that the final decisions were made, but somehow the building is fairly 

poorly designed for security and things like that, that the fewer exits you have 

in a museum—So my perception is that after they built that building they had to 

hire all these guards, simply because there were so many exits and the way the 

building was designed, instead of having everybody go in and out of one, you 

know, major traffic thing. There's suddenly—They had all sorts of problems 

that increased their budget tremendously. So I think somewhere along the line 

that either some architectural decisions influenced, you know, superceded the 

practical decisions of the Museum, and I'm sure a great deal of it in terms of the 

look of the exterior. You know, the old warehouse of the Temporary 

Contemporary is really practical space for a museum, is just the biggest, most 

changeable space you can have— 

RATNER 

Right. 

ELLIS 

—and some walls that can be put up and taken down. I think too often the 

architecture becomes far more important from the architect's standpoint than 

from the Museum's standpoint. You know, to have this elegant-looking 

building, or architectural gem, it doesn't have to be to be a good museum. 

Because what's inside of it is what makes a museum in that sense. Somehow 

they got caught, and where the decisions were made, I think that building cost a 

lot more than it needed to. 

RATNER 

Who was consulted on the design of the building? Was anybody on the 

museum staff? Did they call in museum consultants? 



ELLIS 

Well, I'm sure the director—You know, I know Tom had input, I had input 

about what the education department— 

RATNER 

You did. 

ELLIS 

—would need, and, you know, how many rooms and spaces and—A lot of that 

was gone over with Stone and everything. Are there any of Stone's plans 

available? 

RATNER 

I don't know that. 

ELLIS 

I wonder how far along he got. It would be interesting to see those plans in 

relation to what was done. 

RATNER 

Yes. Well, it must have been fairly—I mean, the fact that they published this 

brochure, which we have in front of us here; it has a little picture of his design. 

He must have— 

ELLIS 

It got fairly well along. I think he was paid a figure of, like, fifty thousand or 

some fee comes up in my mind that he was— 

RATNER 

Do you know which year you did this brochure? Maybe that would give us a 

clue. 

ELLIS 

As a designer, you should always date everything, and I don't always remember 

to do it. [laughter] Well, that photograph was used on this '62, '63, so we're up 

into that kind of— 

RATNER 

Yes. So he was dismissed. Edward Stone was dismissed in '64. But I don't 

know, you know, what year he was hired. 

ELLIS 

Was it that late he was dismissed? 

RATNER 

Uh-huh [affirmative]. Then, the— 

ELLIS 

It must have been early in '64. So I would say it was well along in '62, because 

this photo is something that I took. I suppose it could have been after, and we 

just used that, so it could have been '63. I know, you could probably tell by if 

Eudie was still chairman. 

RATNER 



Well, I can find it somewhere. That's okay. 

ELLIS 

By the officers or the trustees. 

RATNER 

Yes. 

ELLIS 

It's interesting, because we have three education people and three museum 

people, too, at that point. Really, four, with a sort of scholarship director, but 

she wasn't paid. 

RATNER 

We have a little bit more time on the tape left, but not enough to ask you 

another question, really, and let you expand before we're out of time for today. 

So I think maybe we'll just go ahead and stop here, if that's okay with you. 

ELLIS 

Okay. 

RATNER 

Hopefully, we'll be able to meet before too long, and we can pick up again with 

the new building information. 

ELLIS 

Okay. 

1.5. TAPE NUMBER: III, SIDE ONE  

MAY 12, 1988 

RATNER 

At the end of our previous meeting, which was over a year ago already, we had 

begun to discuss the plans for the Pasadena Art Museum's new building. We 

had been talking about the amount of input that the professional staff had been 

allowed, and you mentioned you had been asked your opinion on the number of 

rooms necessary for the education program and so on. But I was wondering if 

you might elaborate a little bit on what kind of parameters you were given to 

work within. 

ELLIS 

I don't remember them as parameters at that early stage. It's more, "What would 

you like? What would be the desires?" 

RATNER 

So the optimum situation. 

ELLIS 

Yeah, that kind of thing, in terms of kind of maximum number of children we 

wanted to handle and what kind of space we needed for them and things like 

that. I don't think we got down to the nitty-gritty of budget and things like that. 



In fact, that was one of the problems, that it wasn't more budget-conscious from 

the beginning, [laughter] 

RATNER 

The [Edward Durrell] Stone design we had mentioned last time had been 

presented, I believe, before you ever left. What were your feelings about that? 

ELLIS 

I don't remember it in great detail. I think it was a typical kind of Stone design, 

as I recall. I remember seeing the rendering. And I don't feel that I was that 

consulted in that particular case. 

RATNER 

In the earlier—? 

ELLIS 

Yeah. Right, as in the later building design. 

RATNER 

When you say "a typical Stone design," what does that mean? 

ELLIS 

Well, more the facade that had kind of the open stonework or something, a 

veiled kind of thing. There had been a major building he had done that this kind 

of reflected, that he had a lot of publicity on. Have you seen—? Do they still 

have that rendering or any of the drawings from that, do you know? 

RATNER 

The only thing I have seen is—There was a little brochure that was put out, and 

so there's a— 

ELLIS 

That's right. It was reproduced, yeah. 

RATNER 

Right. As you say, it's just a little bit of the facade, and so it was kind of hard to 

tell from that. 

ELLIS 

I had the feeling that that was more of a presentation to help with fundraising— 

RATNER 

I think that you're right. 

ELLIS 

—than it was with the really resolving of how the building worked and 

practical things like that. So I think it was more of a very preliminary potential 

design. 

RATNER 

So in other words, the design actually—He hadn't actually gotten very far on 

the design before he was dismissed? 

ELLIS 



I don't think so. I don't know all of the internal politics of that. There was one 

of the board members [Wesley I. Dumm] that was pushing very heavily for 

Stone as the architect, and I don't know what happened to change that situation. 

RATNER 

It's interesting, though, that—I mean, I guess it must have been very 

preliminary if you, as the head of education, weren't asked your feelings on 

your part of the facilities at that point. 

ELLIS 

I can't say that I wasn't asked. [laughter] I don't remember it if I was. It wasn't 

important, or I don't remember meeting with him about it or anything that 

would have gotten any kind of careful looking at the space and how it was to be 

used. 

ELLIS 

Okay. So when you left in 1964, [Thornton] Ladd and [John] Kelsey had been 

hired. 

ELLIS 

Yeah. 

RATNER 

What kind of discussion was there amongst the staff regarding the dismissal of 

Stone and then the hiring of Ladd and Kelsey? 

ELLIS 

I don't remember anything of great significance. I think still at that point we 

weren't that involved, at least the workshop, the educational part wasn't. I think 

that would have been more [Thomas W.] Leavitt's, Tom Leavitt's concern at 

that particular point as an overall project. I think he had some—as the design 

developed and things went farther—I think he had some misgivings about the 

way it was going. I don't think I was involved in it to that extent at that point. 

RATNER 

But what was the—? I guess I'm wondering if people were surprised, or how 

surprised they were, that one architect had been dismissed after, I guess, he'd 

been paid a considerable sum at that point, and then all of a sudden another 

architect was brought on, whether that raised any— 

ELLIS 

Oh, a little, but I guess everyone just assumed that's the way these things 

sometimes work, you know, [laughter] I think the original backer of Stone 

really didn't—I think he was supposed to come up with some money and didn't. 

There was some reason that they'd expected that if they went with Stone that 

there would be a considerable donation to help cover his fees or whatever. And 

I don't think that materialized, which probably made it easier to switch. And I 

don't know what kind of backing there was for Ladd and Kelsey. 

RATNER 



How were they selected? 

ELLIS 

I don't know. I think Eudorah Moore was a very big backer of their doing the 

job. And I don't know what other board members were. I wasn't in on that. 

RATNER 

So it was only after they had actually been hired that you then met to talk about 

the department. 

ELLIS 

Yeah. We worked out more about what we wanted and what kind of space and 

how the rooms would work and be arranged. I think that whole lower floor was 

to be the workshop area of the Museum. See, it wasn't that really completed or 

that far along when I left, in the final form. 

RATNER 

Yes. How receptive—? You were meeting directly with the architects, or—? 

ELLIS 

Not that much. No, it was mostly through Tom, I think, and for him to present 

more to them. 

RATNER 

Okay. Then another thing that was part of the new building—I wondered if 

you'd had any feeling about it—was an oriental wing was planned as part of 

this project, and it actually never came to pass. I wondered what your opinion 

was on including an oriental wing in a contemporary art museum. 

ELLIS 

Well, I think politically it was a mistake financially not to have included it 

because of the Virginia Steele Scott Foundation money. And I think, with a 

little catering to that interest, it might have saved or changed the whole 

financial outlook on that. I'm sure a lot of money could have come to it. And I 

think somehow the board and the director could have somehow bridged 

whatever difference there would be, because there was an oriental kind of 

tradition to the Museum with the old building, and then all of that somehow 

could have been included and not lost a considerable amount of funding that 

could have come. And I don't know what kind of interpretation of oriental; it 

could have been done contemporary oriental or a lot of things like that. 

[laughter] How open Virginia Scott might have been, I don't know, but I think 

that there sure could have been a lot more funding from that source. But I think, 

as I recall, it was still, when Tom Leavitt was there, it was still in the 

possibilities. I think it was later with Walter [Hopps] and [John R. ] Coplans 

who were not that interested in the oriental and for some reason didn't see the 

need for that support. But she's given a great deal of money to various 

institutions, or the foundation has. 

RATNER 



It actually was still even talked about when the building opened. 

ELLIS 

Oh, was it? 

RATNER 

Yes, the publicity talked about it, and I know one of the opening shows was 

from the Avery Brundage Collection, so whether they really felt in their hearts 

that this was going to happen or whether they—I don't know. But at least at that 

point it was still in the plans to some extent. 

ELLIS 

Yes. She'd been involved in the Museum, and her husband, Jonathan [Scott], at 

the time, who is now living in Taos— 

RATNER 

I just found that out. 

ELLIS 

Yeah. I see him occasionally. She'd been involved in that Museum for a long 

time and I'm sure would have been very generous, I think. But I think she was 

difficult, as a lot of donors are in that situation. And just how much or 

whatever, or the details in order to make that become a reality, I think it was a 

shame it didn't happen somehow that that could have been included. And what 

kind of a commitment to contemporary it was—it wasn't really named a 

contemporary museum [laughter]—or whether it could have been, she could 

have been persuaded into a little more contemporary oriental or something, 

given a certain legitimacy to fit in there, but it sure would have helped 

financially. 

RATNER 

What kind of discussion do you recall amongst the staff about that? 

ELLIS 

Not a lot. I talked it over a little with Tom, but not a great deal. The staff was 

small back then, too, and so a lot of our talk was just information, a kind of 

where things were, what was going on. We'd comment on it, but I don't 

remember all the details. 

RATNER 

All right. I thought we'd go on and talk a little bit about the art community itself 

in Los Angeles at the time—Pasadena—and the nature of it. When we met last 

time, you had mentioned something about how McCarthyism had even 

pervaded the artistic community at that point and that various artists' work was 

suspected of containing communist symbols or messages. I think you were 

telling me a little story about one instance. And I wondered what you could tell 

me about that era in terms of that and the resistance to contemporary art and 

how, if at all, that manifested itself at the Pasadena Art Museum. 

ELLIS 



Well, there was a lot of public resistance, lack of understanding of the art in the 

late fifties, mid to late fifties, because the abstract expressionists, the New York 

school, was kind of just coming to the West Coast at that particular time. And it 

was all—It was controversial. I think that was one of the main things that the 

Pasadena Museum served was to help educate the public on contemporary art. 

It was a place where it could be shown, and we had a lot of lectures; I did a lot 

of series on understanding modern art and what's happened in art and, kind of, 

what's happened in the twentieth century. And I remember we'd have—Some 

of the exhibitions would be up, and there'd be people in the galleries who were 

just irate about what was on the walls or something! [laughter] And I would be 

going through the gallery or past the receptionist, and the people would be kind 

of berating the receptionist— 

RATNER 

[laughter] Like it was her fault! 

ELLIS 

[laughter] Who was she to—? And so I would get trapped into trying to explain 

and spend fifteen, twenty minutes with some people trying to explain 

something and talking to them. I remember feeling it was a hopeless cause 

every time in terms of just that, the kind of resistance. [laughter] As far as the 

[Senator Joseph] McCarthy thing, there was a little gallery in South Pasadena, 

the Jack Carr Gallery, that showed some contemporary things of the younger 

artists in that area. It was a little frame shop and gallery. And I remember there 

were things slid under the doorway there, handouts that said modern art was 

communist-backed and all of that. It was kind of a frightening time in a way.I 

was involved in Artists Equity [Association, Inc.]. I don't know if I mentioned 

that— 

RATNER 

You didn't mention it on the tape, I don't think. 

ELLIS 

I was on the board for a while, and then I was president one year. 

RATNER 

Tell me what that group was exactly. 

ELLIS 

Artists Equity is still continuing today, but it was like a national artists union 

that we tried to organize and tried to get better contracts and fairer commissions 

and everything for the artists. And it was a very difficult, almost unworkable 

situation, because you can't get three artists to agree on anything. You take 

creative people, and so to try to get—[laughter] It was a wonderful experience, 

but a lot of the—Rico Lebrun was very involved in it—a lot of the older 

important artists in L. A. at that time were very important to it. The board and 

the L. A. chapter—I remember one instance we were trying to get the 



[California] State Fair to—They were charging an entry fee for all the artists 

that entered, but then, if the work was rejected, they didn't get the entry fee 

back. And Artists Equity was trying to get the fair—and all museums and 

everything—to stop having entry fees. The head of the state fair art exhibition 

at the time, we met with him, and they were very resistant, not wanting to give 

up this two-dollar entry fee or something they were charging all the artists. 

They wouldn't do it, and I forget a lot of the details, but anyway, in the 

discussion, I remember talking with him one time on the steps of the [Los 

Angeles] County Museum [of Art], and he threatened to accuse me of being a 

communist if I didn't stop this nudging. The state fair had a budget of a 

hundred-and-some-thousand dollars, and I told him, "Well, when you have a 

pig entered, if they pay their entry fee, the pig is in the show! If the artist pays 

an entry fee, put him in the show. Don't reject the work and not return the two 

dollars," or something like that. And he was just very upset. And I said, "Treat 

'em just like the pigs. Take the first 120 pigs that come in!" No, no, they 

couldn't do that. They had to jury it and all that kind of stuff. So it was a fairly 

up-tight time. And I was a young artist; I didn't consider myself that modern. I 

was trying to understand Picasso and that cubist thing early on. I hadn't gotten 

to the abstract expressionists yet in my own thing! By the time I joined the 

Museum I was more into that more contemporary thing. And being around the 

Museum forced me to face a lot of the new work that would come in and come 

to grips with it person-ally, not just as—because I had to explain it to other 

people! And so, I had to kind of get into it and not just either accept it or reject 

it of my own liking, but to understand it enough to communicate why it was 

being done and what was valid about it to other people. UCLA was doing some 

"understanding modern art" things about that time. There was a foundation that 

wanted to do a thing similar to the Great Books, but on art, and they ran a test, 

several tests programs in L. A., one out on the Westside, and they did one at 

Caltech [California Institute of Technology]. I remember attending part of that, 

which was very inter-esting. It was more on science, the background of science, 

less of art. I think Jules Langsner did something on art, too, for just general 

understanding of contemporary art. There was a great need for that at that 

particular time. 

RATNER 

I remember a few people telling me, just speaking of UCLA, that a few shows 

that they rejected because they were too liberal or the artists had thought to 

have been communist or something, that Pasadena ended up taking those shows 

that UCLA wouldn't show, so that's interesting. 

ELLIS 

Yeah. Uh-huh [affirmative]. I think it's hard for us now to realize how strong 

that abstract expressionist movement was in the art world. The whole of that 



just absorbed the art world. Anyone that was doing anything else was, like, out 

of it, almost. All the schools were involved in teaching that way, and everybody 

was freely putting on paint and trying to get enough paint on the brushes to 

make it drip and all this, [laughter] And it just became—There hasn't been a 

period since when the art world was so dominated by one style as that 

particular period of the fifties. It wasn't until pop art began to appear. Of 

course, that also upset the public even more! [laughter] It was one new thing 

after another. But that Museum was right there with the first showing of a lot of 

that stuff. It was a very exciting time. 

RATNER 

Yeah, it sounds like it was. And the artistic community, how closely knit was it 

at that point? 

ELLIS 

I don't think it was ever that what you'd call closely knit, because L. A, was so 

spread out. I think that was one of the problems. You know, an artist you 

maybe liked or would like to have known better or something lived clear on the 

other side of the town, and that was thirty-five miles. And so you'd see him 

once or twice a month at an opening or something, but in the mid-fifties there 

weren't that many openings really until La Cienega [Boulevard] got going and 

that whole gallery scene improved. But there just wasn't a place to go to hang 

out. It was just too spread-out a situation for the artists to really get very close 

or have a close-knit community, with the exception of little groups in, you 

know, one side of town and then the other side of town, that kind of thing. 

RATNER 

I was also wondering whether, because you are and were an artist yourself, you 

may have been more aware than other members of the staff what kind of 

feelings there were amongst the area artists regarding the Museum and its 

program of exhibiting contemporary artists. 

ELLIS 

I think the artists of the area very much appreciated the Pasadena Art Museum. 

And one of the interesting things of the Museum is that they always had an 

artist on the board, several artists. Walter Askin was on for a number of years, 

and Leonard Edmondson, and that board, early on anyway, made a real effort to 

have the input of artists on the board. I think a lot of the artists didn't 

understand the other side, the museum side; they all wanted to show their work, 

of course. That was, I think, a unique insight. I was able to wear two hats, be on 

both sides of the fence. Most of them didn't realize the number of artists that 

came through the director's office every week that wanted shows and the 

limitations that they could only show so many, whatever, and in particular, the 

San Gabriel Valley artists and the Pasadena group. Because the Museum early 

on, the Pasadena Art Association—Now, what was it called? 



RATNER 

Pasadena Society of Artists? 

ELLIS 

Of Artists, yeah, they had always had their annual show there, and it was a 

varied group of artists from amateur to professional. And I know for a while—I 

think they stopped having the shows there because of the quality of them, and 

then they finally started again. The director improved the juries, so they began 

to have good juried shows and got back in there. So there was always the kind 

of public and local artists' perception that the Museum was for their use more 

than others or something, that kind of thing, and so I was able to see both—

kind of get in on both sides of that, like, why some decisions had to be made 

otherwise to maintain the quality of the exhibitions that the Museum directors 

wanted to do. 

RATNER 

That's what I've been wondering, because although Pasadena certainly did more 

than the County Museum of Art in terms of exhibiting contemporary artists at 

that point, I wondered whether still some people were disgruntled by the fact 

that, you know, more artists weren't shown. And I wondered if at that point also 

whether there was any discussion about maybe more nationally recognized 

artists being shown to a greater extent than local artists, or at that point it was 

still really wonderful to be seeing some of these New York artists and that 

wasn't an issue at all. 

ELLIS 

I don't recall that as an issue. I think everyone was very excited at seeing the 

Motherwell show and some of these other things. I suppose there were some 

people that might have thought that way, but I think pretty generally it was very 

well received. 

RATNER 

I think that that probably started to happen—Those feelings occurred later. I 

just wondered if they had surfaced at that point. 

ELLIS 

Yes, I think later it became more—We did less and less local or regional. We 

had more of a national-international type of thing. And that may have been 

more of a problem then. 

RATNER 

Yeah. From what I can tell, it seems like it came—I don't know if it came to a 

head at this point, but when the new Museum opened and they had the New 

York show ["Painting in New York 1944-1969"] juxtaposed to a West Coast 

show ["West Coast 1945-1969"] that, I guess, didn't have the same budget that 

the New York painting show had, people were very upset, the artists. 

ELLIS 



Yeah. I wasn't in on that. 

RATNER 

Okay. I thought we would talk a little bit about the board of trustees, and just in 

relationship to what we were talking about a minute ago, were you aware of 

any resistance on the part of the board in terms of exhibiting works that maybe 

anyone on the board felt was too contemporary or had communist leanings or 

anything like that? 

ELLIS 

I think the board was pretty good about the communist stuff. There was a 

lawyer on the board, Dana Smith, who, even though he was, I think, 

conservative by nature and surely with his art taste, but knew legally— that 

stood up for the rights of and backed the directors. I remember there was the 

case of the collage, the George Herms collage that was destroyed. I'm sure you 

have heard about that. I think, as I recall, he had very good comments about 

whether that could have been proved to have even been a piece of the flag or 

not, and legally that that was okay. They would back the Museum in that case. I 

think the board was pretty fair in that sense. Although I' m sure there were 

some members of the board who found a lot of the things were too modern for 

their taste, they seemed to remain loyal to the board. 

RATNER 

From your perspective, how would you rate the board's level of commitment to 

the Museum? 

ELLIS 

Well, I think it varied with some of the members, I suppose, and I didn't 

know—I knew a few of them better than others; I didn't know a lot of them. I 

think in retrospect a little bit, the one thing you might wonder about is why 

more of them did not give paintings from their own collection to the Museum, 

why that never came about. A lot of them were using the Museum as a learning 

experience to build their collections, the director's advice, certainly, and the 

insight into somebody into the art market, to build their collections, and yet 

didn't in turn donate a lot of those things to the Museum. 

RATNER 

Why do you feel that happened? 

ELLIS 

I don't know. I really don't know why, whether that was a lack of commitment 

to the total future of the Museum by some of the big collectors, I'm not sure. I 

think everyone felt [Robert A.] Rowan was going to donate more than he did to 

the collection. 

RATNER 



What kind of feelings were there, if any, regarding the determining of the 

exhibition schedule based on board members' preferences, in terms of what 

they were collecting? 

ELLIS 

I don't know as that had become a big factor by the time I left. Because a lot of 

them, I don't think, were that heavily into collecting by that time, by the mid-

sixties, collecting the bigger paintings and everything. There were quite a few 

of—The Museum had done a lot with the German expressionists, and several 

people on the board bought some German expressionist paintings and things 

like that, and prints, but I don't think it had gotten to the point where the shows 

could anticipate purchases and things. And I don't know what kind of pressure 

was on the directors for that. 

RATNER 

What was the basic composition of the board? I know you mentioned there 

were artists, but in terms of the other people, was it a fairly homogenous group, 

or was it more broad based through the community? 

ELLIS 

I think it was fairly broad based. I don't think I can really address that very 

fairly, because I didn't know—And, you know, different people would come on 

and go off and so forth. Which reminds me, I don't know whether Gifford 

Phillips would be interesting for you to talk to. 

RATNER 

He was interviewed in that same series I was mentioning that Robert Rowan 

was interviewed in, yes. How was the Museum's financial health during your 

time at the Museum? 

ELLIS 

[laughter] Never too good! It was always a struggle, I think, the budget. One of 

the big—I think I mentioned before—the big transitions that was thrown at me 

right after I took over the educational department was to make it self-sufficient. 

We were able to get the San Marino League to come in and help support it, but 

that was just one of the many things that had to be done to keep that—And I 

sure was not overly paid by any means, either, at that time, so that it was 

always a tight budget, I'm sure. [laughter] 

RATNER 

How actively did the board seem to be involved in terms of raising funds? 

ELLIS 

As far as the operating fund, I think most of that came—That's where the Art 

Alliance [of the Pasadena Art Museum] was very helpful in special funds. They 

became a very strong fundraiser. I don't know about it as far as the board in 

terms of where they contributed into the actual operating budget. 

RATNER 



In our previous session, we were talking about the permanent collection and 

how it had changed while you were there, and you told me that, in particular, 

the print collection had been increased. And I wondered, to your knowledge, 

what kind of effort went into enhancing the permanent collection at that time, 

either through an active acquisition program spearheaded by the board, or 

through gift or purchase. 

ELLIS 

Well, there just weren't a lot of purchase funds, and I think that's why we had a 

lot of prints at that particular time; prints were very reasonable. Tom Leavitt, in 

particular, was very interested in the prints, and it was a way to build a 

collection with what limited funds were available at the time. And I don't recall 

a major purchase of a painting or anything like that that the Museum was able 

to do through its regular budget—some, maybe, with some special donations or 

something like that, or where a board member or person on the committee 

would buy something, and it was hoped that it would eventually come to the 

Museum. But there just wasn't much to purchase with. 

RATNER 

Several years after you left, a number of works were deaccessioned, and those 

profits were used for operating expenses rather than to purchase new 

acquisitions for the Museum. How often were works deaccessioned while you 

were there, and what was the reason? 

ELLIS 

As I recall, not very often. I don't think there was much deaccessioning. Maybe 

two reasons: one, the collection was not that large or hadn't gotten to where 

there was a storage problem, or that great a storage problem, and the total 

commitment or direction of the Museum to strictly contemporary wasn't that 

clearly defined at that point, at least not to the extent where it would have tried 

to get rid of other things because they weren't going to be of interest. There 

were still, I remember now, some nineteenth-century paintings in the basement, 

landscapes from the early-twentieth century, things of early American and of 

lesser quality, not major people. But they were always kind of kept; they had 

been gifts and were part of the collection. And they had the one room that—I 

can't think of the name of the gallery that had the Tudor paneling— 

RATNER 

The Wentworth [Room]? 

ELLIS 

Yeah, the Wentworth. So that gave a place where some of these things of a 

more conservative nature could always be on exhibition. And so there was still 

enough of that to keep the Museum—still have one foot back in that more 

historical point. And they were still doing things of Hudson River School 



exhibitions and things like that. It hadn't clarified itself entirely into more 

avant-garde art by that time. So I don't think they deaccessioned many things. 

RATNER 

I know some things were—I don't know if they'd actually been accessioned 

works or not, but, for example, with the Treasure [Chest] sale that the Art 

Alliance held almost every year, that a number of those works from the 

collection—I don't know, as I say, whether they'd been accessioned or not—but 

were sold in the treasure sale. I wondered if you remembered anything about 

that, how those works might have been selected. 

ELLIS 

I don't think any of the works were sold in the Treasure Chest sale from the 

collection while I was there; I don't remember that. I'll have to think about that. 

Most of the things were gifts to—You know, people donated things for those 

Treasure Chest sales, which were wonderful sales. Because a lot of the big, old 

homes of Pasadena would give things. But I don't remember anything that 

stands out as having been something that should have been kept or anything 

sluffed off in the Treasure Chest sale. I think more of that happened later. 

RATNER 

How involved was the board in the day-to-day activities of the Museum? 

ELLIS 

Oh, I can't really speak to that. I think they weren't that active in my area, 

anyway. Probably Eudie Moore was the most aware of the educational program 

and kept in closest touch with what I was doing. 

RATNER 

You were basically able to do what you wanted to do? 

ELLIS 

Pretty much, yeah. 

RATNER 

You know, sometimes you hear that the board interferes in the operations of the 

staff, and I just wondered whether there was any feeling about that. 

ELLIS 

Not in my situation at all. 

RATNER 

Well, since you just mentioned Mrs. Moore, she became president of the board 

in 1958, succeeding Mr. Palmer Sabin. So he must have been the president 

when you first arrived. 

ELLIS 

Mm-hm [affirmative]. 

RATNER 

I wondered how you would rate their terms in office. 

ELLIS 



I had practically no connection with Sabin that I recall. See, I started—When 

did I start there? '56. 

RATNER 

'6, yeah. 

ELLIS 

Yeah. But it was in '58 when Eudie came in that she really shook up the place, 

[laughter] and began to change things around a little more so that I came more 

in direct contact with the board. 
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RATNER 

Before we flipped the tape, you were just starting to tell me about how Mrs. 

Moore shook things up. 

ELLIS 

Well, mainly in terms of wanting the educational department to cover much of 

their own costs and to try to get an outside support group of our own and things 

like that. There were some other—A few people on the board—I was thinking 

of the Burgesses [William and Clara], who had children in the workshops, and 

so they were more aware of it than others, and very supportive of it. But no, 

there was never any kind of interference. They were just very much behind 

what we were doing. 

RATNER 

And how would you rate Mrs. Moore's role as president? 

ELLIS 

Well, I think she was excellent, but—And she, at least in terms of visibility and 

keeping in touch with what was going on, was much more—spent a lot more 

time than any previous director of the board that I have heard of. She was just 

very much I thought she was a very creative thinker and devoted to the 

Museum, and so she was there to be part of decisions, whether you liked it or 

not, I guess. [laughter] I couldn't fault her. Her decisions were, in my area 

anyway, in terms of it—Maybe it would have been easier to not have done it 

that way, but it all worked out very much for the best. There was no reason it 

couldn't have been done that way. 

RATNER 

In the early sixties, about 1961, I think, she asked if she, on a volunteer basis, 

could organize the California Design exhibition. And then, shortly after that, 

she became the curator of design. And I wondered if you felt there was any 

conflict in the fact that she was both a board and a staff member. 

ELLIS 



Well, it think it could be seen as part of a conflict. I think when you understood 

her dedication and devotion to that Museum that it was not a negative—

[laughter] If there was a conflict, it was not a negative, and it was of her special 

interest in that area. I think Tom had some little misgivings about it, too, in 

terms of she wasn't a trained curator and things like that. But a lot of museum 

people, myself included, were not formally trained; we learned in the doing and 

things like that. And I think Eudie became a connoisseur in the finest sense of 

the word and became a professional in that sense of by doing and surely went 

on to be important in the crafts world in terms of her stint with the National 

Endowment [for the Arts], and perhaps knows national crafts as well as anyone 

in that sense. Because she had that kind of energy and mind to learn and not 

just to go in as a little hobby to do it. I mean, well, you could see it as a 

conflict, but I don't. She was one person that could pull it off without it being a 

negative thing, and I'm sure it was good for the Museum. I think there was even 

some hesitation by Tom and some of them as to whether the Museum should do 

crafts, you know, that kind of thing, at first. She'd been a big champion of crafts 

as art, and there was a tendency by some so-called fine art people to put down 

or treat the crafts as a lesser art form and things like that. She didn't see it that 

way. And so, particularly at that time, those early shows got a lot of people into 

the Museum, particularly from the other side of town, and out of—People who 

weren't coming to the Pasadena Museum for some of the regular exhibitions. 

And it helped get people coming to the Museum from other parts of L. A. And 

then the publication of the books was very important for that show, and very 

important for the craftsmen, too, and their work, you know. So they were very 

successful shows. But the question that was raised as to, you know, why she 

was doing it, and her part in the board could be looked at somehow, and then 

even whether the Museum should do it. Of course, she would have been 

pushing for it on the board. So that's just a case where she had a broader view 

of what the Museum could do or should do, I guess, than maybe some people 

might have had if they were thinking of it as a narrower museum. 

RATNER 

Okay. Then after Mrs. Moore stepped down as president of the board, Harold 

Jurgensen followed. He served for one year. How would you assess his 

performance? 

ELLIS 

I really couldn't. I don't remember particularly what happened in that year such 

to say about—I don't think I can comment that much about it, because I wasn't 

that close to him or part of what was going on within the board to really assess 

that. 

RATNER 



What about Robert Rowan? He, I think, came on the board maybe just about 

the time you were leaving or served for a short— 

ELLIS 

No, before, yeah. 

RATNER 

—for just a short time, I guess. 

ELLIS 

Yeah. He was around. Well, he was very lively, and again, he was a board 

member that seemed to participate a lot in being around the Museum and 

visible and keeping up with things. And I think it was probably a very good 

learning experience for him both as a collector and for the Museum. [laughter] 

And I always got along with him well and liked him, and just the fact he was 

around that much more as a viewer in the Museum, almost more than I 

remember Jurgensen or any of the others, discussing the exhibitions or art or 

anything quite that much—So I think what later happened within the board and 

some of those other things might have been a whole other thing, but my 

dealings with Bob were very good in that I kind of appreciated his interest and 

his being around the Museum that much. A lot of the board members weren't 

that visible, at least as far as that much contact, to talk with them about art or 

about some of the exhibitions. But he was very interested in the paintings and 

what was going on, what was being shown. 

RATNER 

Okay. Those are really all the questions I had about the board. When we last 

met, you mentioned a few reasons for submitting your resignation to the 

Museum, including the desire to spend more time painting, because you had 

recently returned from your European venture. 

ELLIS 

Yes. 

RATNER 

But you also made a comment that, due to the growth of the Museum, you 

became separated from some of the decision making. I wondered when this 

began to occur. 

ELLIS 

I think that was more with Walter Hopps. I had enjoyed an exchange with Tom 

Leavitt of discussing things, at least what was going on and being kept abreast 

of what his thinking was and his ideas. I could input with him, and he and I 

would have lunch together several times a week, always and whatever. That 

wasn't the case with Walter. He was much more removed. And while he didn't 

interfere with my area, as far as that goes, I didn't enjoy any insight into what 

his thinking was or what was going on or could possibly go on within, for the 

Museum as such. And I got restless with that. I think I found him difficult to 



work with, to pin down and so forth. It was an interesting experience. So it was 

one of the reasons that I could more willingly leave, I guess. I was separated 

out somewhat from the way I had been, and I think a lot of it was that, as staffs 

grow and you get more curators and everything else, then everybody has to—

You don't enjoy that interchange of having lunch a couple times a week and 

coffee breaks or whatever. Some of that might have been inevitable, but I think 

the personality made a big difference, too, in that particular case. 

RATNER 

What was the reaction to your resignation? 

ELLIS 

Well, I'm sure some people—I know quite a few of the teachers and a lot of 

people didn't want me to leave in that sense, so I felt very wanted there. A lot of 

the board and the people were very supportive of my going on to another job. It 

was either, like, time for me to leave at that sense of where the Museum—

where the workshops and the educational program had been built up to a fairly, 

just about a maximum potential that it could handle in that situation. The new 

building could have been a whole other growth level, and, unfortunately, the 

person we hired to take over when I left was somewhat of a disaster, I guess. At 

least, things seemed to never go quite as well or never achieve—And I don't 

know what all happened with that. He only lasted about a year. 

RATNER 

Oh, maybe I don't even know about this person! I didn't realize there was 

another man after you. 

ELLIS 

Yes. I can't think of his name off-hand. 

RATNER 

I haven't come across his name anywhere! 

ELLIS 

Yeah, that they hired to replace me. Harold Feendly. Friend—Freed— 

RATNER 

I thought Gwenda Davies came in after you. 

ELLIS 

No, no, she took over after he left, I think. Freedly. Harold Freedly, I think. 

Whatever, there were a lot of problems then, after I left. 

RATNER 

What I was wondering was whether you kind of kept it close that you were 

leaving. Were people surprised that you leaving, or was it that people expected 

it? 

ELLIS 

I think the people close knew, because I came over here for an interview. Tom 

knew that I was thinking of leaving, though I'm sure there were other people 



that were surprised that hadn't known I was, or had been in touch close enough 

to know that I was thinking of it. It was one of those things! [laughter] I didn't 

leave—Let's see, when did I leave? Did I leave in the summer or the end of the 

summer session? I think it was the end of the summer session, so I got the job 

in May or March, March or April, early in the spring, so there was a time that 

everyone knew that I was leaving. 

RATNER 

What would you say your greatest achievements and disappointments were 

while you were at the Pasadena Art Museum? 

ELLIS 

I think the greatest achievement was really the success of the creative art 

program for the kids. That program was very unique and, I think, though maybe 

I hate to say it, was one of the better programs in the whole United States. I had 

always thought that the Museum of Modern Art program was the important 

program and everything, and I know two, three years—it would have been late 

fifties, '59 or so, maybe—I went back to the Museum of Modern Art to visit 

their program, and I was really kind of appalled at how structured it was, that it 

wasn't as really free and open and creative as ours. But it made me feel much 

better, as I'd always thought of that as being the most creative program and 

everything, and I was quite surprised that it wasn't, that it was as structured as it 

was. Partly through some of the amazing teachers we were able to come up 

with there, I learned a lot from the teachers and just really tried to make the 

facilities work for them and get them the type of open classroom and program 

and everything that could give the most creative program possible. Because I 

think what we were teaching, more than art—And that was the hard thing, to 

convince a lot of the parents that they really weren't art classes; they were 

classes in creativity and how to think creatively and how to invent and how to 

imagine and stuff like that. And the art, particularly for younger kids, was 

not—It was one of the problems we had with a lot of the parents, that they 

again thought the children should be "making art," quote. [laughter] Or that we 

should be teaching them art and stuff maybe came into play with the teenagers 

and the little older kids, but at the younger level, I'd always resented the use of 

the word "art;" it misleads a lot of people about what the children should be 

doing and learning from it, I felt. So I just think we had a program that was so 

unique and so special, although it had great stress from my standpoint, with 

some rather temperamental teachers, and high strung, a lot of kids, a lot of 

clutter, and everything. [laughter] But what made it successful was that whole 

ambience that we were able to put together. Disappointments? I don't know. I 

think the Pasadena Museum years were pretty happy years for me. The 

question came up as to whether I wanted that particular aspect of museum work 

as my life career, I guess, whether I wanted to stay with the children's program 



and a limited adult program and lectures and stuff. The whole nature of things 

was changing with that museum, so I don't know. I came over here and enjoyed 

working with the museum here when I first arrived. Still, there was a basic 

conflict within ray painting time and my work in that full-time-job kind of 

situation, although I did get a lot of painting done, but a lot of it had to be 

nights and weekends and that kind of stuff. But it was exciting to be around all 

the art, and I think that kept the creative energy to do it as well as raise a family 

and everything else. 

RATNER 

So when you came here, you were the director of the—? 

ELLIS 

I came here as assistant director of the [University Art Museum, University of 

New Mexico] which was new and had just opened the year before I came here. 

So again, it was a small staff. The man who was directing it here then was also 

chairman of the art department at the same time, so after four years as assistant 

director, I became director then for three years. He concentrated on just running 

the art department, as they were both growing and getting to be too big a job 

for one person to handle both. So that got me into that. And then again, I just 

had to get out, because they wanted someone to publish more, and while I did a 

little, my main concern was to paint in my extra time, and so that was one of 

the reasons I left the Museum to just concentrate on teaching. 

RATNER 

While you were the director, were you teaching at all? 

ELLIS 

Yes. I'd been tenured in the art department soon after I came here, so that I 

usually taught one class when I was working with the Museum, one to two 

classes. If you get too involved in too many classes, it didn't leave enough time 

for the museum job. So it was a question of teaching time or museum time. 

Again, the Museum was growing here and getting bigger, a bigger staff, and the 

museum director now doesn't teach at all. He doesn't have to; he can do a class 

if he wants, but it's gotten to be a bigger job. It's kept growing. 

RATNER 

What was the emphasis of the Museum while you were working there? 

ELLIS 

Pretty much, again, it was breaking some ground with contemporary art here; it 

was very controversial. It was like the mid-sixties in Albuquerque were like 

what the mid-fifties were in Pasadena, almost. There wasn't the McCarthy 

thing, but there was a great deal of resistance: why the University was showing 

this and using taxpayers' money, which we didn't get at Pasadena, because that 

was privately supported. There was a great deal of education to do here, too, 

with the public. And I helped start, soon after I came here, a group called the 



Friends of Art, which was to help support and raise funds and help in 

purchasing things for the Museum. I mean, I have a very sizeable collection, for 

the short time the Museum's been in existence. 

RATNER 

And how has your painting changed since you've been in New Mexico? 

ELLIS 

Well, New Mexico was a real shock to my painting, coming over here. I'd been 

doing a series on "the letter in the landscape" in L. A., in which I'd get billboard 

signs, actual sheets from the billboards, and cut out a big "e" from a Coke 

billboard or something and collage that "e" on the canvas and then do a fairly 

abstracted landscape, colors next to it, because everywhere you looked at the 

landscape in Southern California, there was a letter in it! [laughter] So I got 

over here and there were no billboards, no letters in the landscape, and the 

landscape just overwhelmed me. I didn't have a desire to paint it 

representationally, and I just couldn't grapple with it. So I kind of backed off 

and started drawing and began to do some kind of collaging that carried over 

from the billboard collage, where I'd draw a chair and cut it out and then paste 

it on the canvas and collage it on. So it really changed my work tremendously, 

coming over here. And it wasn't until 1981 before I could face this landscape to 

paint it. 

RATNER 

That's a long time! 

ELLIS 

Yeah! Mm-hm [affirmative]. I'll have to show you one of my paintings in the 

seventies I did here that has some of the collage and some landscape on It both, 

as they began to come back Into being. 

RATNER 

Okay. I just wanted to ask you one final question, a kind of a summarizing 

question about the Pasadena Art Museum. How would you say the Museum has 

influenced the role of contemporary art in Southern California? 

ELLIS 

[laughter] I don't know if I could say how it really has, except it just was very 

important that a lot of those things were shown at that time, and it was one of 

the only outlets for a lot of the artists to have shows early on. There weren't the 

galleries to show, so it was very important within the art world to keeping that 

faucet open or something going there that—And it nudged the public, I'm sure, 

in that sense of—exposed people to some of the things that were being shown. 

And it didn't get—Well, there were quite a few who came over, but it was so 

far for the Westside of L. A., and it was not a trek that the Westsiders willingly 

made to come to Pasadena, I think. Finally, the Museum kind of got such a 

reputation for that that a lot of the contemporary collectors and people did 



come over to the shows. It kind of lost a lot of Pasadena's more conservative 

people; it lost their support for the Museum. But it became a real important 

voice or place for that work to be shown during the sixties. It just wasn't 

being—I don't know where else it would have been shown that much. UCLA 

possibly would have been the only other place. The L. A. County [Museum of 

Art] just wasn't doing that much, early on, particularly. Again, they were under 

political pressure with those institu-tions. That's the difference, I think, that the 

Pasadena Museum was—Well, I'm sure that there were a lot of complaints that 

the Pasadena government wasn't supporting the Museum that much; they were 

operating the building, and that was about all, financially. But since the 

Museum was running its own finances, there wasn't somebody to threaten this 

and threaten that if you—So that was probably one of the unique reasons it 

could keep doing that! And there was just a struggle to keep it going, because it 

didn't freely get support that much. There weren't that many people sold on 

contemporary art that they wanted to give their money to help keep it showing, 

I guess, at that point. So it was a very unique time, a very interesting time, I 

think, in terms of a lot of things that were going on in L. A. in the fifties and the 

sixties. You've probably gotten some of this from a lot of different viewpoints, 

too. I think I mentioned before some of the other lectures and, you know, Alan 

Watts—we had Alan Watts come down and talk with the Museum on Zen and 

things like that as part of the educational program. I remember some of the 

parents that went to the workshops brought their children to hear Alan Watts, to 

hear John Cage, and things like that that were kind of unique for the kids. I 

sure, at ten years old, wasn't exposed to things like that. It was really kind of 

neat. It was a fun time. We were all so busy just doing it and struggling to pull 

it off, I think, that no one thought of it as, you know, history in the making or 

anything like that, but it is interesting to look back on it now and what might 

have happened if it hadn't been there, or various things like that. But it was a 

unique time. 

RATNER 

Well, those are really all the questions I have today. Is there anything else you'd 

like to add? 

ELLIS 

No. I think that kind of sums it up, too. I hope it's covered things that will be 

helpful to the program. I think this is very interesting. 

RATNER 

Well, it was very helpful, very helpful. 

ELLIS 

Good! 

RATNER 

Thank you on behalf of UCLA and myself. 
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