harvards art museums 100 years of
collecting

harvards art museums 100 years of collecting marks a significant milestone in the
journey of one of the most prestigious institutions in the world of art. Over the past
century, Harvard's art museums have meticulously curated an extensive collection that not
only reflects the diverse spectrum of human creativity but also serves as a vital
educational resource for scholars, students, and the general public. This article delves into
the history and evolution of Harvard's art museums, the significance of their collections,
the impact of their educational programs, and the future of art collecting at Harvard. By
exploring these aspects, we will gain insight into how Harvard has shaped the landscape
of art appreciation and scholarship over the last hundred years.

History of Harvard's Art Museums

The Evolution of Collections

Significance of the Collections

Educational Programs and Community Engagement

Future Directions in Art Collecting

History of Harvard's Art Museums

The history of Harvard's art museums dates back to the early 20th century, reflecting the
university's commitment to arts and humanities. The Harvard Art Museums, which
encompass the Fogg Museum, the Busch-Reisinger Museum, and the Arthur M. Sackler
Museum, were established to promote the study of art from various cultures and periods.
The Fogg Museum, founded in 1895, was the first of the three and was initially built to
house the collection of the university’s benefactor, Edward W. Fogg.

Over the decades, the museums expanded their collections through strategic acquisitions
and donations. The Busch-Reisinger Museum, dedicated to the art of German-speaking
countries, was established in 1986 to further enhance the focus on European art. The
Arthur M. Sackler Museum, which opened in 1985, focuses on Asian art and culture,
showcasing works that span thousands of years. This diverse focus reflects Harvard's
mission to foster a comprehensive understanding of art and its cultural significance.



The Evolution of Collections

Harvard's art museums have experienced an evolution in their collections that mirrors
broader trends in art history and scholarship. The museums’ collections now include over
250,000 works of art, making them one of the largest university-affiliated art collections in
the world. This vast array encompasses a wide range of mediums, including painting,
sculpture, photography, textiles, and decorative arts.

Key Phases of Collection Development

The development of the collections can be divided into several key phases:

1. Early Acquisitions (1895-1950): Initial acquisitions were primarily European
paintings and classical antiquities, reflecting the tastes of early collectors.

2. Mid-20th Century Expansion (1950-1980): A significant increase in donations
and purchases led to a more diverse collection, including modern and contemporary
art.

3. Global Focus (1980-Present): Recent decades have seen a concerted effort to
include artists from around the world, highlighting works from Africa, Asia, and the
Americas.

Significance of the Collections

The significance of Harvard's art museums lies not only in the quantity of their collections
but also in their quality and diversity. The collections provide invaluable resources for art
historians, students, and the general public, offering insights into various cultural
narratives and artistic practices.

Research and Scholarship

The museums serve as a vital research hub, with numerous scholars utilizing the
collections for academic purposes. The availability of original works encourages in-depth
study and fosters a deeper understanding of art history. Furthermore, the museums often
collaborate with academic departments within Harvard, enhancing interdisciplinary
research.



Preservation and Conservation

Another essential aspect of the museums’ significance is their commitment to preservation
and conservation. The institutions employ skilled conservators who work to maintain the
integrity of the artworks. This dedication ensures that future generations will continue to
benefit from these cultural treasures.

Educational Programs and Community
Engagement

Harvard's art museums are not only places for viewing art but also centers for education
and community engagement. The museums offer a wide variety of programs designed to
engage audiences of all ages and backgrounds.

Workshops and Lectures

Throughout the year, the museums host a range of workshops, lectures, and panel
discussions featuring artists, curators, and scholars. These events encourage dialogue
around contemporary issues in art and culture, fostering a vibrant community of learners.

Student Programs

Harvard students benefit from unique educational opportunities that include guided tours,
hands-on workshops, and internships. These programs are designed to enhance the
students' understanding of art and its role in society, preparing them for careers in the
arts, education, and beyond.

Future Directions in Art Collecting

As Harvard's art museums celebrate 100 years of collecting, they are also looking toward
the future. The institutions aim to continue expanding their collections and enhancing
their educational offerings, ensuring that they remain relevant in an ever-changing
cultural landscape.

Digital Initiatives

One of the key future directions includes embracing technology through digital initiatives.



The museums are working to digitize their collections, making them accessible to a global
audience. This effort not only preserves the artworks but also allows for innovative online
exhibitions and educational resources.

Diversity and Inclusion

The museums are also committed to increasing diversity and inclusivity within their
collections. This involves actively seeking works from underrepresented artists and
cultures, reflecting a broader range of human experiences and artistic expressions.

Conclusion

Harvard's art museums have a rich history of collecting that spans 100 years, marked by
significant achievements in preserving and showcasing art from around the world. The
evolution of their collections highlights a commitment to diversity and scholarship that is
essential in today's global society. As the museums look to the future, they continue to
prioritize education, community engagement, and innovation, ensuring their role as a
leading institution in the art world for years to come.

Q: What is the history behind Harvard's art museums?

A: Harvard's art museums began with the founding of the Fogg Museum in 1895,
supported by benefactor Edward W. Fogg. Over the years, the collection expanded to
include the Busch-Reisinger Museum and the Arthur M. Sackler Museum, focusing on
European and Asian art respectively.

Q: How many artworks are in Harvard's art museums?

A: Harvard's art museums boast an extensive collection of over 250,000 works of art,
making it one of the largest university-affiliated art collections in the world.

Q: What types of art can be found in the collections?

A: The collections include a wide range of art forms such as paintings, sculptures,
photography, textiles, and decorative arts, representing various cultures and historical
periods.

Q: How do Harvard's art museums engage with the



community?

A: The museums engage with the community through workshops, lectures, guided tours,
and programs designed for students, fostering a vibrant learning environment.

Q: What is the importance of preservation and
conservation at Harvard's art museums?

A: Preservation and conservation are crucial for maintaining the integrity of the artworks,
ensuring that they can be appreciated by future generations while also serving as valuable
resources for research and scholarship.

Q: How is technology influencing the future of
Harvard's art museums?

A: Technology is playing a key role in the future of the museums through digital initiatives
that aim to digitize collections and make them accessible to a broader audience,
enhancing educational resources and outreach.

Q: What are some of the future directions for collecting
at Harvard's art museums?

A: Future directions include increasing diversity and inclusivity in the collections, actively
seeking works from underrepresented artists, and continuing to embrace digital
technology for greater accessibility.

Q: Can students participate in programs at Harvard's art
museums?

A: Yes, Harvard's art museums offer various programs for students, including workshops,
internships, and guided tours, which are designed to enhance their understanding of art
and its cultural significance.

Q: What role do the museums play in art scholarship?

A: The museums serve as a vital research hub for scholars, providing access to original
works that facilitate in-depth study and enhance understanding of art history across
various disciplines.
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