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Honoring KITP’s Leading 
Philanthropic Investors
Introducing beautiful new donor signage at 
Kohn Hall and the Munger Physics Residence
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�e KITP exists in two physical spaces on UC Santa Barbara’s 
expansive campus – Kohn Hall, where physicists collaborate, which 
enjoys a panoramic view of the Paci�c Ocean and Santa Barbara 
Channel Islands, and the Charles T. Munger Physics Residence, the 
beautifully appointed building where visiting scientists live during 
their visit to KITP. 

Adorning the walls of both of these buildings was no simple task. 
�e selection of paintings, drawings, photographs, sculptures, and 
cra�work that would eventually �ll KITP’s spaces took over two 
decades. Kohn Hall and the Munger Residence are now home to a 
collection of over 80 pieces—and the collection is growing. 

Local Santa Barbara painter Marcia Burtt, whose art features 
prominently at KITP’s Charles T. Munger Physics Residence, 
fondly recalls her time as a founding member of the KITP Art 
Committee, which undertook this considerable task. 

“I was always interested in physics even though I’m an artist,” she 
says. “My sister and I both married theoretical physicists.”

Burtt and her late husband David Sowle were initially introduced 
to KITP through Friends of KITP events at Kohn Hall in the early 
2000s. At one such event, they ran into friends and longtime KITP 
supporters Beth and Derek Westen. 

Derek was a member of a newly-formed Advisory Council made 
up of a group of physics enthusiasts chosen by then-director David 
Gross to assist with fundraising for KITP. Gross was motivated to 
include art in the initial fundraising push. 

“I hate empty walls,” He explained, “At my house we have paintings 
everywhere!” 

But the suggestion to the group to consider funding art at KITP did 
not take o� as expected. “Most were totally uninterested in art,” he 
lamented. “I learned over the years that it can be extremely di�cult 
to raise money for art at a physics institute. �ere is a very small 

intersection of people 
interested in physics and 
art.”

Luckily, the Westens 
were located at just 
such an intersection. 
At Gross’s request, Beth 
Westen agreed to serve 
as founding member of 
the KITP Art Committee 
along with Burtt. �ey 
were joined by the late 
Santa Barbara Museum of 
Art photography curator 
Karen Sinsheimer. 

“It was the three of us, plus 
David Gross, in the beginning,”  
Burtt said. 

�e small committee was limited by a budget le� over from KITP’s 
original director, Nobel Laureate Walter Kohn. Some of the �rst 
pieces at KITP were hung in the temporary space in Ellison Hall 
before Kohn Hall was built in 1994, but made an impression all the 
same. 

“Walter Kohn had an art budget at KITP; that was something to 
aspire to,” recalls Lee Smolin, one of the �rst postdoctoral scholars 
at KITP and a co-founder of the Perimeter Institute in Canada. 

�e original funds were le� over from a generous gi� from John 
and Betty Stephens to pay for the architectural designs for Kohn 
Hall, but would not be enough to entirely out�t the walls of the 
institute with the caliber of art that Gross and the committee 
had envisioned for a world-class physics institute. “�at’s when I 
realized to my dismay that I would have to engage in fundraising, 
not something that I had any experience in or looked forward to,” 
he laughed. 

Luckily, the committee thought up an innovative way to �ll KITP 
with art without incurring huge costs. Inspired by similar art 
programs at Princeton and Fermilab in Illinois, Gross proposed an 
artist-in-residence position, modeled a�er the idea of journalist-
in-residence programs. 

Fermilab’s �rst director, Robert Wilson, eventually led Gross to 
John Rose, sculptor of the DNA-inspired Odalisque which curves 
gracefully above visitors as they enjoy daily co�ee and cookies in 
Kohn Hall’s commons. Odalisque was the art committee’s �rst 
purchase, followed by a Calder-inspired mobile and series of ocean 
wave photographs by Bill Dewey.

In 2003, Beth Westen and Marcia Burtt proposed Jean-Pierre 
Hébert as KITP’s �rst Artist-in-Residence a�er Beth saw his work 
at a small gallery in Santa Barbara. Hébert, with his background 
in engineering and computer science, pioneered the creation of 
drawings based on his original code and computer-driven devices. 

Not Both, But All 
A History of Art at the Institute
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Longtime Friends of KITP Beth and Derek Westen hosted the Friends of KITP annual 
Gluon Holiday party in 2019

Former KITP Artist-in-Residence Jean 
Pierre Hébert next to his dynamic sand 

and wood sculpture, Ulysses




