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“CREATING THE MUSEUM, BUILDING THE COLLECTION”

Los Angeles County Museum of Art 
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The Los Angeles County Museum of Art is the largest, encyclopedic

 art museum in the western United States. The museum serves a 

metropolitan area of over 14 million people in an area that spans over 

5,000 square miles. Our collections number more than 100,000  

 works of art—painting and sculpture, prints and drawing, decorative 

arts, costumes and textiles  and photography from every part  of the

world—from pre-history to the present day.
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This sculpture by L.A. artist, Chris Burden, sits at the entrance to the 

LACMA campus…….It is our welcoming beacon both day…….
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……And night and serves as the perfect metaphor for the LACMA visitor, volunteer, and donor.  Each of these street lights come from a different area of Los Angeles.  They are as diverse in shape, size, flourish, and intensity as each of the nearly 1 million visitors that come to our museum each year.
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 LACMA was founded by volunteers in 1910 as part of the Los Angeles Museum of History, Science and Art. This is an early photo of the collection….not much room for paintings and sculptures it seems.  It was the first museum of any sort to be built in the area but the new museum didn’t own a single work of art, or have funds to acquire any.  The museum housed unusual exhibits including early California memorabilia, prehistoric bones, and an array of  “taxidermy habitat groups”.  When I saw them as a child, I simply called them “stuffed animals”, but they were a lot more interesting to me than the borrowed art objects were displayed in the art galleries. 
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This is the LACMA site at the turn of the 20th century…..all oil fields and tar pits and pre-historic fossil finds. In the 1960’s, construction began on donated land in Hancock Park.  The park is located on Wilshire Blvd., in what is known as “the Miracle Mile”—midway between downtown Los Angeles and the Pacific Ocean. 
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Opening day in 1965 was a moment of civic pride, and since that time LACMA has transformed itself several times in our efforts to bring the highest quality art and programs to our visitors.  Each time we have relied on a well- organized volunteer force to help us achieve our many fundraising, acquisition, and service goals.
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LACMA is not just bright lights and Hollywood.   In fact, the museum that we operate today comprises 240,000 square feet of gallery space, and 7 buildings situated on a 20 acre campus and park located in the heart of Los Angeles.  The area in the upper left-hand corner (outlined in red) indicates where we are in the process of building an additional gallery of 45,000 square feet—and the dirt is piled high as the foundation is being laid.  And, just last February the 66,000 square foot Broad Contemporary Museum of Art was opener—better known as “BCAM”.
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Let’s look at how we got from bones to BCAM.  LACMA employs a typical strategy on the path to obtaining support to fund our ambitious and on-going transformation.  It all begins with our visitor—and we have 1 million per year. 
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Next, we convert those visitors to members.  LACMA boasts over 70,000 members contributing between $90 and $10,000 annually.  Our members join through direct mail, on-line, telemarketing, on-site sales and an aggressive monthly renewal program. – We are especially proud of our 80,000 “NexGen” members who are all under 18 years old—and who can visit the museum along with one adult at any time they want—with no entrance fee.  These young people represent the museum’s future generation of friends.
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Our 12 volunteer councils are designedf to further develop a member’s interest in either art acquisition, fundraising or community service.  LACMA has over 3,000 volunters actively involved each year in a variety of programs and services.  Collectively, these councils bring in nearly $2.5 million per year and volunteer close to 100,000 hours of service, which provides the equivalent of 2 million dollars in employee salaries and benefits.
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LACMA’s Board of Trustees is 50 members strong.  It is a volunteer board and is the strategy and policy setting body for all museum activities.  Many of the members of our Board of Trustees are members of the Volunteer Councils, including several founding Trustees who led one or two of the councils or actively toured as docents.
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Most major gifts of $1million or more come from members of our Board of Trustees, leadership in the volunteer councils or leading collectors from around Los Angeles.
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With 70,000 members, 3,000 volunteers and countless other annual supporters, LACMA”s future depends on those donors remembering the institution in their wills.  Planned giving is an important part of LACMA’s over all fundraising strategy.  Many of our most important endowment or acquisition gifts have come from former members of our volunteer councils.
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Our councils are closely tied to both our development and curatorial departments.  These councils represent the acquisition groups.  All programs they host and all money they raise is used to further their knowledge in their particular area, and to fund acquisitions that are presented by the leading curators in each department.  Each council supports a specific area of the collection, and throughout the year, they provide education programs in their chosen field.
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Our service and fundraising Councils are closely tied to our Development/Membership/ and Education Departments.  Every program or service LACMA volunteers participate in is coordinated to be sure that we are offering the finest quality experience a museum visitor can enjoy.  These volunteers are very well trained and can answer a variety of questions whether posed by a LACMA visitor or a member of the community.-----The Art Museum Council operates our Art Rental Gallery and has sponsored numerous special exhibitions.  Members of the Docent Council conduct comprehensive gallery tours for both children and adults.  And, the Museum Service Council provides hands-on support in virtually every department and assists with educational and family programs as well as serving at Welcome Centers.
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These Service, Docent and Fundraising Councils not only give generously to all museum programs, they also give their time, contributing several hours of staffing, management and program production to LACMA annually.  --- Our volunteers understand that, in addition to their much appreciated financial support, their service to the museum is a unique form of philanthropy.  It is a gift of unrestricted time and expertise to the museum.
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LACMA’s art councils have been essential to establishing the museum’s reputation as a world-class arts institution.  Together, they have acquired, or have helped acquire, nearly 5000 works of art for the museum.  Here are just a few of the iconic works that have been acquired by the efforts of our councils.  
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With membership in LACMA’s volunteer councils, friends of the museum can choose active, enjoyable ways of supporting specific areas of the museum and delve deeper into favorite areas of the collection. Their efforts help the museum thrive as an unparalleled   resource and a gathering place for all of Lois Angeles. And, we hope, as a destination for art-lovers from around the globe. 
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