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The Getty Experience
When is a visit to a museum an òexperienceó?  For me it is 
time spent and remembered with pleasure. For that to happen, 
the museum need not be the most famous or wealthiest. I 
remember as a student, long ago, visiting the Louvre and 
finding many galleries where paintings were hung vertically, 
often with four in a row. I did not return for many years. Quite 
the opposite can be said for a first visit to the Mus®e dõOrsay 
in Paris, an impressive transformation of a large railway 
station into a fine museum. Last year I visited a relatively small 
regional museum,the Peabody Essex Museum, in Salem, 
Massachusetts, and had a memorable time.

However, an all-time favourite museum of mine is the Getty 
Museum in Los Angeles. In 1974 the original museum, in the 
form of a Roman villa was opened in Malibu, a northern and 
very expensive suburb of L.A. I saw it in the early eighties, 
and what I still remember more than any of the works shown 
was the view of the Pacific and the human scale of the 
establishment. Low-rise pavilions were arranged around a 
large, rectangular pool ð in a very dry part of the world. The 
Villa was recently re-opened, enlarged, and modified and has 
become part of the larger museum, specializing in art of the 
ancient world. 
The principal museum and the offices of the Research, 
Conservation, and Education Institutes are all located within the 
City of Los Angeles and in one of the choicest neighborhoods 

to boot. How was this done? The Getty 
Foundation and its architect Richard 
Meier literally moved a mountain. Where 
the museum complex now stands was a 
large, steep hill without any vegetation 
to speak of. This was one of two of such 
geological features in that neighborhood. 
No building permit would ever be issued 
for housing there ð houses would slide off. However, the top of 
one of the hills was lopped off for the Museum and the rest was 
contoured and stabilized. Meier wrote a book on the process 
entitled Building the Getty (Alfred A. Knopf, N.Y., 1997) and in 
addition to the many pages devoted to the various structures 
he designed, it contains a number of photographs showing 
the earth-moving equipment. In two instances, his children 
posed in front of the monsters to show the enormous size of 
the vehicles. Obviously, the ex-hill even if recreated, could 
not hold the cars of the visiting Angelinos. An underground 
parking lot now accommodates many of the automobiles for 
$ 8.00. Other visitors arrive by public transport on a bus that 
makes a stop at the Museum. Then comes the first surprise: 
All visitors get into a tramway which snakes up and around the 
premises and terminates in the reception hall of the Museum 
where the visitors are welcomed as a group by members 
of the staff. I visited the Museum twice and the Villa in its 
former incarnation once. On both of my visits, entrance to the 
Museum was free, and it still is. I believe the cost of admission 
is a significant aspect of any museum, since one of its most 
important functions is to reach out to the community and to 
bring art to as many people as possible. 
The entrance fee to the Museum of Modern Art in New York 
is $20 for adults. That will surely deter countless visitors from 
enjoying its treasures.
As for the Getty collections, the Getty Foundation some time 
ago was the wealthiest as far as acquisitions were concerned, 
and as a consequence it has many important works of art, 
including paintings by Cezanne, Leonardo da Vinci, Turner, 
Hals, Cuyp, Degas, Canaletto, Ingres, Daumier, Van Gogh, El 
Greco, Goya, Monet, Manet, Corot and Rembrandt.




