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MUSEUM OF FINE ARTS, BOSTON 

OVERVIEW      
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Founded in 1870, the Museum opened the doors of its Copley Square building to the public on July 4, 1876, later moving to its 
present Huntington Avenue location, which opened on November 9, 1909.  The MFA welcomes approximately one million visitors 
each year from neighboring communities and around the globe.  It is one of the great encyclopedic art museums in the world, with 
collections comprising more than 450,000 objects representing all periods and cultures.   
 
The MFA’s mission is to serve a wide variety of people—from schoolchildren to adults—through direct encounters with works of 
art.  In addition to housing renowned collections, the Museum also offers numerous exhibitions and opportunities for learning and 
community engagement.  Underscoring this mission in recent years has been the Museum’s major expansion and renovation 
project, which has increased and enhanced space for the MFA’s collection, exhibitions, educational programs, and conservation 
facilities, as well as improve wayfinding throughout the Museum.  Designed by Pritzker Prize-winning architects Foster + Partners 
(London), the project has as its focal points the Art of the Americas Wing and the Ruth and Carl J. Shapiro Family Courtyard, 
which opened in 2010. In 2011, the MFA opened its new Linde Family Wing for Contemporary Art, which features seven new 
galleries that complement existing galleries and social spaces within the wing.   
 
HIGHLIGHTS 
 
 Malcolm Rogers became the Ann and Graham Gund Director of the MFA in September 1994. 
 Approximately 25% of the Museum’s visitors participate in the MFA’s educational, community, and public programs, including 

free open houses, school programs, artist lectures and demonstrations, as well as gallery talks, films, and musical 
performances. 

 In November 2010, the MFA launched a new website, mfa.org.  The site brings the MFA’s collection to life through new 
videos, curator interviews, slideshows, and more.  The majority of the 450,000 objects in the MFA’s collection can now be 
viewed on line. 

 The Museum opened to the public its new Art of the Americas Wing and Ruth and Carl J. Shapiro Family courtyard on 
November, 20, 2010.  The following year, on September 18, 2011, the MFA debuted its new Linde Family Wing for 
Contemporary Art. 

 Renowned artist John Singer Sargent created the murals located in the Ruth and Carl J. Shapiro Rotunda and Colonnade at 
the heart of the MFA.  His ambitious mural program (installed in 1921 and 1925) includes 20 paintings and 18 bas-reliefs 
featuring mythological heroes and themes, and the architectural reconfiguration of the rotunda and colonnade.   

 The MFA is home to the School of the Museum of Fine Arts, attended by such distinguished artists as Frank Benson, Jim 
Dine, Nan Goldin, and Ellsworth Kelly. 

 The Nagoya/Boston Museum of Fine Arts was established in 1999 to further artistic and cultural exchange between the US 
and Japan through which new audiences are able to view works from the Museum’s distinguished collections.  

 Each year, the MFA’s ambitious traveling exhibition program shares the Museum’s collections with institutions around the 
world, from New Orleans to New Zealand, fostering creative dialogue through a wide range of shows.  

 
 



MFA Boston, Museum Overview, p. 2 
 

—more— 

 Numerous scholarly publications complementing the Museum’s collections and exhibitions are produced each year by MFA 
Publications.  In the past decade, MFA Publications has published more than 100 new titles, including award-winning 
exhibition catalogues, an MFA highlights series focusing on Museum collections, and biographies and autobiographies of, 
and collaborations with, major artists.               
 

COLLECTION 
 
The Museum’s encyclopedic collection, comprising some of the rarest and most important artistic treasures in the world, is made 
up of eight curatorial areas: 
 
Art of the Americas—Since the Museum’s founding in 1870, it has been committed to collecting art of North, Central, and South 
America from all time periods.  Its diverse holdings rank among the most significant in the nation and feature masterpieces 
ranging from gold of the Ancient Americas, Maya ceramics, and Native American (prehistoric to contemporary) objects, to one of 
the finest collections of art of the United States from colonial through modern times. Among the iconic American works are Paul 
Revere’s Sons of Liberty Bowl (1768), John Singer Sargent’s The Daughters of Edward Darley Boit (1882), and Joseph Stella’s 
Old Brooklyn Bridge (about 1941).  In addition to works by Sargent, the collection contains more than 1,800 17th- to mid-20th-
century American paintings and miniatures by John Singleton Copley, Fitz Henry Lane, Albert Bierstadt, Winslow Homer, Mary 
Cassat, and Jackson Pollock, among others.  The Museum’s holdings also comprise the M. and M. Karolik Collection of 18th-
century arts, landscape and genre paintings, folk art, and works on paper; the John Axelrod Collection of works by African 
American artists; and the extensive William H. Lane Collection, which includes works by Georgia O’Keeffe, Arthur G. Dove, 
Charles Sheeler, and Stuart Davis.  Additionally, the MFA’s Art the Americas collection contains more than 13,000 examples of 
American decorative arts (furniture, silver, ceramics, glass, and metalwork) and sculpture made in North and South America from 
the 17th century to the present.  More than 5,000 objects from the Museum’s collection of works from the Americas are on view in 
the 53 galleries of the Art of the Americas Wing, as well as in the Sargent Rotunda and Colonnade.  Also displayed in these 
galleries are works from the Americas drawn from the Museum’s Prints, Drawings and Photographs; Textile and Fine Arts; and 
Musical Instruments collections. 
 
Art of the Ancient World—This collection is recognized as one of the finest and most comprehensive in the world.  It contains 
more than 83,000 works of art ranging in date from about 6,000 BC to AD 600 and encompasses a wide geographical area: 
Egypt, Nubia (Sudan), the Ancient Near East, Greece, Italy, Cyprus, and Anatolia (Turkey).  The ancient Egyptian, Nubian, Greek, 
and Roman collections are particularly strong and include important works, such as King Mycerinus and queen (about 2490–2472 
BC) and Head of Aphrodite (about 330–300 BC).  The Egyptian and Nubian collections were largely acquired through excavations 
conducted by the MFA and Harvard University in the early 20th century, which resulted in the Museum’s acquisition of important 
objects from the Old Kingdom and the largest Middle Kingdom burial assemblage ever discovered.  Its Nubian collection is the 
finest in the world outside Khartoum.  In March 2012, the Museum unveiled its major acquisition, the 13-feet-tall statue, Juno, the 
largest classical statue in the United States.  The sculpture of the Roman goddess is dated to the Roman Imperial Period and 
likely graced a civic building or temple in Rome.  In September 2012, the MFA debuted the Michael C. Ruettgers Gallery for 
Ancient Coins, and the Gems and Jewelry of the Ancient Mediterranean Gallery.  The Art of the Ancient World collection is 
housed in the MFA’s George D. and Margo Behrakis Wing. 
 
Art of Asia, Oceania, and Africa—Among the finest in the Western world, the MFA’s collection of Asian art covers the creative 
achievement of more than half of the world’s population over the course of six millennia.  In 1890 the MFA paved the way for 
Japanese-American exchange by becoming the first US art museum to create a Japanese collection and appoint a special curator 
of Japanese art.  The collection now encompasses Japanese, Chinese, and Indian painting and sculpture; Japanese prints and 
metalwork; Chinese, Korean, and Vietnamese ceramics; the arts of the Islamic world; and a rapidly growing selection of Oceanic 
and African art.  It features everything from woodblock prints and paintings by Japanese ukiyo-e masters, to Chinese Buddhist 
stone sculpture.  In recent years, the collections of art of Oceania and Africa have also been expanded to include an important 
collection of bronzes and ivories from the Kingdom of Benin, as well as masks, figural sculpture, and objects of daily use and 
personal adornment.  In 2011, the MFA opened its new Asian Paintings Gallery and South Asian and Southeast Asian Sculpture 
Gallery, and in 2012, its new Art of Korea Gallery.  In early 2013, it also debuted its reinstalled Art of Japan Gallery, and in the fall 
of 2013, the Museum will open its new Benin Kingdom Gallery. 
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Art of Europe—From gilded icons of the Italian Renaissance to one of the largest collections of Monets outside of Paris, the MFA 
has artwork by highly celebrated artists, including Titian, Dürer, Rembrandt, van Gogh, Gauguin, and Renoir. Ranging in date from 
the 7th century to the late 20th century, the collection of more than 22,000 artworks includes masterpieces by some of the greatest 
artists in history. Paintings on canvas, panel, ivory, copper, and in fresco are matched by sculpture and works of decorative art, 
including furniture, metalwork, ceramics and glass, and architectural elements. The MFA's collections of European decorative arts 
and sculpture are among the largest and most significant in the United States.  Boston's unsurpassed collections of English silver 
and porcelain are complemented by historically significant collections of French decorative arts of the eighteenth century. The 
sculpture holdings feature masterworks from the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, as well as fine examples from the 17th to early 
20th early twentieth century.  In recent years, the collections of 19th-century and contemporary decorative arts have grown steadily. 
The collection of approximately 1,600 European paintings includes masterpieces of Dutch, English, French, Italian, and Spanish art, 
with great depth in 19th-century French works by Barbizon, Impressionist, and post-Impressionist artists.  In particular, the MFA 
holds one of the largest groups of paintings by Claude Monet outside of Paris, and the world's most extensive collection of paintings 
and pastels by Jean-François Millet. .  In September 2012, the MFA debuted its newly renovated its William I. Koch Gallery for 
European paintings, and in May 2013, it unveiled its new Art of the Netherlands in the 17th Century gallery and a suite of British 
galleries—the Alan and Simone Hartman Galleries comprising Newland House Drawing Room, Hamilton Palace Dining Room, and 
British Art 1560–1830.  In September, the MFA will open the Art of the English Regency Gallery. 
 
Contemporary Art—The Museum’s Department of Contemporary Art, established in 1971, focuses on works created since 1955. 
It now encompasses Contemporary Art and MFA Programs, bringing together in one department all forms of contemporary 
culture including art, film, lectures and music. The department acquires works in all media including painting, photography, works 
on paper, sculpture, installation, decorative arts, craft, design, and new media, such as video and LED. To date it has acquired 
more than 1,250 works, although thousands more works dating since 1955 are held in the Museum’s other departments including 
Prints, Drawings, and Photographs; Art of the Americas; and Art of Asia, Oceania, and Africa.  In September 2011, the MFA 
unveiled seven new galleries dedicated to the Contemporary collections in the Linde Family Wing for Contemporary Art, housed 
in the fully renovated 1981 building designed by I. M. Pei.  A rich diversity of more than 200 works is represented throughout the 
wing. Among the collection highlights are major works by internationally recognized artists: El Anatsui, Lynda Benglis, Mark 
Bradford, Cerith Wyn Evans, Mona Hatoum, Jenny Holzer, Eva Hild, Matthew Day Jackson, Alex Katz, Ellsworth Kelly, Christian 
Marclay, Josiah McElheny, Sigmar Polke, Ken Price, Martin Puryear, Doris Salcedo, Kara Walker, Andy Warhol, Fred Wilson, and 
Betty Woodman, among others.  
 
Musical Instruments—Musical instruments first became a part of the Museum’s collection in 1917.  More than 1,100 Instruments 
from around the world are included in the MFA’s holdings, which span many cultures and range from ancient times to the late 20th 
century. Among these objects are numerous European and American instruments, as well as pieces from Asia, the Middle East, 
Africa, and the Americas.  Recent acquisitions include many fine and early guitars, a number of unusual patented instruments, 
and an outstanding ensemble of Thai and Burmese instruments. The collection is also quite strong in instruments manufactured in 
the United States during the 19th century, especially from the New England region.   
 
Prints, Drawings and Photographs—The Department of Prints, Drawings, and Photographs, which originated in 1887 at the 
MFA, houses an encyclopedic collection of some 150.000 works on paper—prints, drawings, watercolors, photographs, illustrated 
books, and posters of American and European origin dating from the 15th century to the present.  It is one of the world's major print 
rooms measured by standards of both size and quality.  Well-represented artists include Dürer, Rembrandt, and Goya, as well as 
the French Impressionists Pissarro, Cassatt, and Degas.  In addition to the promised gift of an archive of prints by Alex Katz, the 
MFA is the repository for archives of the prints of Michael Mazur and Jim Dine.  Selections of prints and drawings by other 
contemporary artists, such as Jasper Johns, Robert Rauschenberg, Terry Winters, and Tara Donovan, are also featured.  The 
drawing collection is particularly strong in 19th-century French (Millet, Degas) and American 19th- and early 20th-century works. The 
collection of American watercolors is outstanding, especially those by Homer and Sargent.  Works from the collection are exhibited 
on a rotating basis in galleries throughout the Museum.  Most works on paper not currently on view may be examined in the Morse 
Study Room by appointment. The photography collection at the MFA spans the history of the medium from its beginnings in 1839 
through the present day.  It comprises some 9,000 works and with the 2012 gift of more than 6,000 photographs from the Lane 
Collection has grown to 15,000 objects.  The MFA was one of the earliest museums in the country to collect photography, initiated 
in 1924 when Alfred Stieglitz donated a selection of his images.  Other strengths of the collection include daguerreotype portraits 
by Southworth and Hawes, 19th-century salt and albumen prints (especially French and British), American Pictorialism, Alfred 
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Stieglitz, Josef Sudek and European modernism, postwar Subjective Photography, Yousuf Karsh, Bruce Davidson, Nicholas 
Nixon, fashion photography, Herb Ritts, and growing holdings of contemporary works. 
 
David and Roberta Logie Department of Textile and Fashion Arts—The MFA was the first American art museum to establish 
an independent textiles department and did so in 1930. The collection features objects from the first century through today, and 
includes costumes, accessories, needlework, shoes, fans, rugs, quilts, and fashion periodicals from all over the world.  The 
departmental library, one of the largest of its type in the country, is an international study resource that includes rich holdings 
ranging from rare books of the 16th to early 20th centuries, to contemporary fashion publications.  In recent years, the Museum 
has focused on building its collection of 20th-century fashion, from haute couture to ready-to-wear, acquiring the archives of 
fashion designer Arnold Scaasi and fashion illustrator Kenneth Paul Block.  Additionally, in 2006, the MFA became the first 
museum in the United States to create a curatorship for jewelry.  In 2011, the MFA opened the first gallery dedicated to jewelry at 
an art museum, the Rita J. and Stanley H. Kaplan Family Foundation Gallery.  
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