
Franklin Murphy? It is not a name that is widely known. In fact, the pub-
lic knew little of him during his lifetime. He worked behind the scenes as
confidant, family friend, and astute adviser to the founders and scions of
some of America’s greatest fortunes—Ahmanson, Rockefeller, Ford, Mel-
lon, and Annenberg. He forged close ties to the legendary names of Amer-
ican collecting and philanthropy, and through his association with the
wealthy founders of museums and art institutions and their families, he
seized a moment that would never occur in American arts again.

Just at the time Los Angeles was establishing a dominant commercial po-
sition in the Pacific Rim, Murphy was on the scene as the key figure in the
creation and shaping of the city’s modern, cosmopolitan character. In the
period between 1960 and 1990, Los Angeles grew from a cultural backwa-
ter to a vibrant center for the arts. Dubbed by one historian “the Doge of
Los Angeles,” Murphy was the powerful mystery figure at the heart of vir-
tually every new cultural institution in the city.1

Los Angeles before 1960 had been a sunny, wayward place—boastful,
even, of its disregard for civic responsibility. During the tumultuous era that
followed, larger-than-life personalities came on the scene bent on bringing
prestige and honor to their much-maligned city. There was Dorothy Chan-
dler, who welcomed Murphy to Los Angeles and gave him his marching or-
ders. He quickly observed her wiles and daring at work, as well as the clout

x i

preface

Art of the Trustee



of the family newspaper, as she relentlessly pursued her ambition to create
a music center rivaling that of any other city. She had an equal fanatic in
retail magnate Edward Carter, who was determined to see Los Angeles have
a first-class art museum. Wealthy art collectors—among them Howard Ah-
manson, Norton Simon, Armand Hammer, and Walter Annenberg—vied
with one another for recognition, carving their names on museum wings
and galleries or insisting on building their own vanity museums. Murphy
also coped with the truly eccentric as he confronted the strange dynamics
of the Getty family and attempted to hold together a great inheritance for
the city.

Murphy was a man of great intelligence and energy, with a gift for psy-
chological insight into the intricacies of power and personality. In the back-
stage manner in which he worked, he was privy not only to family resources
but to family secrets as well. It was a delicate matter, Murphy found, to
build close friendships with great collectors while simultaneously pursuing
their collections for the institutions he served. As much as he valued his
large and influential circle of contacts, he was never obsequious. He ex-
pected acceptance of himself and the Midwest from which he sprang—the
very heart of America, as he liked to say. He was a welcome houseguest at
some of America’s most storied and sumptuous estates: Nelson Rocke-
feller’s Hudson Valley home, Kykuit; Walter Annenberg’s art-filled desert
oasis, Sunnylands; Paul Mellon’s splendid Brick House in Upperville, Vir-
ginia. He lunched with J. Paul Getty at Sutton Place near London and
swam with oilman Ed Pauley in the lagoon of Pauley’s private island in the
Pacific. Yet there were times when he suffered cruel slights and bitter dis-
appointments. In the obituary for Murphy in 1994, the Los Angeles Times
wrote of this “family” of the wealthy and powerful, noting Murphy’s abil-
ity to steer the recalcitrant toward worthy ends: “Whatever edge of calcu-
lation any of them brought into an exchange with [him] was quickly, mys-
teriously, caught up in something more exuberant.”

Admirers spoke of Murphy’s energy and persuasive charm; critics charged
him with incessant blarney. He was at home on a dais; he was not an im-
posing figure—no more than average height—but with his total self-
confidence, his forthright gaze, and the authority of his deep voice he read-
ily won over an audience. “Dr. Franklin Murphy . . . is inconspicuous in a
crowd,” wrote the Kansas City Star. “But when he speaks, people turn to lis-
ten.”2 Earl A. Powell III, director of the Los Angeles County Museum of
Art before going to the National Gallery of Art, was familiar with Murphy’s
techniques. When it came to watching Murphy in operation, he said, “one
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never knew for sure whether Franklin was in front of or behind the cur-
tain.” He found Murphy’s skill mind-boggling: “He knew whom to pull
and whom to push.”3 The young librarian Robert Vosper left Los Angeles
to go to Kansas and build a library to Murphy’s exacting standards and then
followed Murphy back to UCLA, where together they created collections
that garnered the university an international reputation. He observed Mur-
phy in action for more than thirty years and thought that paramount to
Murphy’s success was “the sheer force of his personal conviction[,] . . . his
utter impatience with dullness or the second rate, his innate sense of tim-
ing, his political acumen, and his administrative drive.”4

Murphy had a keen analytic mind with a bent for the sciences, but he
also possessed compelling charm and a way with a story. He reached
adulthood in possession of natural gifts, an excellent education, and the
grounding provided by a stable and cultured boyhood home. The only
gifts he lacked were wealth and a prominent family name. Former Uni-
versity of California president Clark Kerr, who often found himself hard
pressed to hold the line against Murphy’s impatience and headlong drive,
confessed himself amazed that “a man without wealth, family pedigree or
connections could achieve so much.”5 He took on astonishing projects,
many that he was warned against attempting. He was known to see a chal-
lenge through to the end, even if it meant dozens of years of excruciating
negotiations or courtroom battles. He was a cyclone, his assistants said.
His wife, Judith Murphy, herself a gifted juggler of multiple tasks, said
that she sometimes felt she was sitting by the roadside, watching Franklin
race by.6

Plans for art and culture in Los Angeles before Murphy arrived had been
unorganized, almost always dictated by the whims and private aspirations
of collectors and large donors. Murphy’s genius for organizing the amor-
phous resource of art patrons and focusing on specific goals gave energy and
direction to the cultural development of the city. He used the power and
wealth of these patrons to build museums, acquire artistic masterpieces,
open libraries, build public gardens, acquire rare books, and fund distinc-
tive cultural venues for diverse ethnic groups.

This biography tells two stories. One involves how Los Angeles refash-
ioned itself between 1960 and 1994, offering a glimpse of the workings of
an inner circle in this remarkable period; the other reveals how it came to
be that one man envisioned a paradigm of philanthropy for an adolescent
city in which the arts and culture could flourish as it grew to take its place
among the cosmopolitan centers of the world. In taking a dominant role in
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delivering to Los Angeles the array of distinctive cultural institutions that
its citizens now enjoy, Murphy truly served as a culture broker.

As a trustee of the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, the Ahmanson
Foundation, and the J. Paul Getty Trust, Murphy directed hundreds of mil-
lions of dollars in grants for the arts and humanities for Los Angeles. His
decades-long stewardship of the National Gallery of Art and the Samuel H.
Kress Foundation secured and enlarged art collections for the nation and
produced notable achievements in art preservation around the world. He
was chancellor at UCLA during the pivotal 1960s and corporate chairman
and chief executive at Times Mirror at the advent of the communications
explosion when the Times emerged as a newspaper of national importance;
in his retirement years he continued to operate as citizen-steward of cultural
assets in a maturing city. Murphy recognized early that there was a world-
wide revolution under way in the 1960s that would deeply affect educa-
tional, religious, and cultural institutions. He did not fear or resist the com-
ing changes; in fact, he accepted the role of mediator between the youthful
rebels and the establishment as he advised donors on new ways of thinking
and steered foundations to broaden their outreach. Some may disagree with
Murphy’s choices, with his self-appointed role as cultural curator, but his
impact on Los Angeles cannot be denied.

The account essentially begins with Murphy’s arrival in Los Angeles dur-
ing the summer of 1960 and traces his career until his death on June 16,
1994, at the age of seventy-eight. It is not, then, a conventional birth-to-
death biography; and yet if Murphy arrived in Southern California deter-
mined to accomplish great things, he did not arrive without a past. Like all
of us, he was a child of the world into which he was born, in his case, an
American Midwest that differed sharply from—yet in hidden ways resem-
bled—the city where he would make his mark. He could have remained in
medicine, his initial career, or pursued any number of other paths that
would have been more financially rewarding. How was it that he came to
put his talents in service to the arts—in Los Angeles, of all possible cities—
and what explains the lifelong devotion of this man of science to the artis-
tic expression of the world’s cultures, particularly the artifacts of Western
heritage? To what extent was he motivated by fear for the continued role of
the arts in human experience in face of the hierarchical rigidity of modern-
ity, and to what extent did he find the promotion of culture the means to
position himself among the rich and powerful? This biography is an effort
not only to describe the breadth and scope of Murphy’s achievements but
to describe as well why he chose trusteeship as the primary focus of his life’s
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efforts. In any event, the obsession that gripped him proved fortuitous for
Los Angeles as it moved through the anxieties of the cold war, through the
social and cultural upheaval of the 1960s, and into world recognition as a
player in the global economy.

In some distant, nobler era of enlightened understanding of the achieve-
ments and deficiencies of the world’s cultural systems, there will exist for
study artifacts of Western culture, superbly preserved because Franklin
Murphy guaranteed that they would be preserved. In Los Angeles there will
be art museums, cultural institutions, and philanthropic foundations that
will function with purpose and direction, persevering into the future as
strong, but flexible, institutions. They will accommodate the interests and
needs of changing times and diverse cultural groups.

In garnering funds from the city’s rich and powerful, Murphy worked in
such an integrated fashion that it is impossible to separate the threads of his
personal ambition from those of his mission. At a banquet to honor Mur-
phy in 1992, two years before his death, Vartan Gregorian, then president
of Brown University, described for the black tie crowd the breadth of Mur-
phy’s civic influence: “He will go down in the annals of this city as one of
its great conspiratorial benefactors because he has forced all of you to make
Los Angeles what it is now.”7

He was not drawn to live in the East: as Dorothy Chandler liked to say,
why live in the East where everything that needed to be done had long since
been accomplished? “Los Angeles is a place for the kind of people who are
willing to try something new. It’s a place for people who want to build a
new world.”8 Asked what had been meaningful to him about the part he
played in the city’s transformation, Murphy answered that Los Angeles’s
cultural coming of age had been an explosive moment in the artistic his-
tory of the nation: “Because all of this has happened in 30 years. Whereas
in New York, you had 150 years.”9 The dynamics of the times, the forceful
personalities involved, and the roadblocks barreled through to create an arts
infrastructure, Murphy said, constituted “the great untold story of Los An-
geles.”10

a r t  o f  t h e  t r u s t e e x v




