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Abstract

This paper examines the paradoxical embrace of Gothic Revival architecture in 19"-century America, a period
when the nation was defining itself independently from Europe. Americans adopted the medieval-inspired
Gothic style despite political separation, drawing on European traditions. This architectural movement, ini-
tially rooted in Britain, France, and Germany during the Romantic period, resonated with Americans as they
crafted their own cultural identity. Though predominantly Protestant, early Americans adapted the Gothic
style, historically linked to Catholicism, to build both public and private structures. Gothic Revival, with its sig-
nature pointed arches, ribbed vaults, and spires, became a key architectural feature for churches, homes, and
even civic institutions like museums. The design of some of America’s first museums — Museum of Fine Arts
in Boston being the example here — was heavily influenced by London’s South Kensington Museum (known
today as the V&A). By appropriating this distinctly European style, Americans not only sought aesthetic
inspiration but also aimed to assert cultural legitimacy. The Gothic Revival allowed them to connect their
national ambitions with a romanticized past, forging a unique American identity rooted in both historical
continuity and forward-looking aspirations.
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Echoes of the Past: The Gothic
Revival and the Quest for Cultural
Identity in the United States

At a time when the United States was determined to carve out a distinct national identity, it
may seem counterintuitive that Americans would turn to medieval European architecture for
inspiration in the form of the Gothic Revival style popular in the 19" century. But this paradoxical
adoption speaks volumes about the cultural complexities of the era. The Gothic Revival, with its
soaring spires and intricate stonework, offered aesthetic appeal and a way to connect the new
nation’s ambitions with the historical gravitas of the Old World. This essay delves into how and
why Americans embraced this style — particularly when it came to establishing museums - to
blend nationalism with romanticized medieval ideals, assert cultural legitimacy, and create en-
during symbols of identity.

The Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, established in 1870, with its original design epitomizes this
cultural shift. Its founders explicitly sought to create a South Kensington-inspired institution, em-
phasizing accessibility, education, and public benefit. The museum’s first design in the Gothic
Revival style was not a mere aesthetic choice but a deliberate effort to evoke historical depth
and inspire visitors to better not only themselves but also they played a part in producing. This
article begins by exploring the Gothic Revival and its influence in the United States, followed by
anoverview of the democratic museum movement - highlighting the South Kensington Museum
- before examining the establishment of the Boston Museum of Fine Arts.

The Emergence of the Gothic Revival

The origins of the Gothic Revival are so complex that it is difficult to distinguish between the last
breaths of an era nearing its end and the first attempts at rebirth®. It is virtually impossible to
identify a breaking point between the two periods, as the Middle Ages ended at different times
in different countries. Moreover, when renewed interest in the Middle Ages developed in the 18™
and 19" centuries, no two countries reacted the same regarding their pasts. Like their English
counterparts, Americans embraced the medieval past through literature and architecture in the
19™ century: Gothic novels were readily available from the turn of the century, and Gothic Revival
architecture was fashionable from the 1840s onwards?. As a result, the Middle Ages were a familiar
presence in both body and soul for many people in the United States, starting with those issued
from the upper echelons of society, many of which studied in Europe and saw medieval remnants
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firsthand. The fact that Romanesque and Gothic architecture ‘s major monuments result from
a Catholic millennium praised in contemporary times by crypto-Catholics and ecclesiologists in
England doesn’t seem to have bothered the Bostonian Brahmins who patronized the style3. De-
spite this, few Americans actively sought out authentic medieval art at the time - the first major
collections of medieval art were not built up until just before 1900. Americans were, however, very
accepting of the writings about medieval art, in particular the works of British architect-designer
Augustus Welby Northmore Pugin (1812-1852) and then British art critic John Ruskin (1819-1900)%,
especially the latter’s incorporation of natural theory relating to the Gothic Revival at a time when
the Transcendentalist movement was gaining ground in the United States.

Literature once again played a key role in the acceptance of medievalesque esthetics, first in res-
idential areas and then applied to municipal structures. The concept that the pointed arches and
exquisite interlacing of the Gothic style originated in “imitation of the groves and arbors under
which the Druids performed their sacred rites” gained ground among American writers®. According
to proponents of this thesis, Gothic was a genuine Teutonic style that was eventually tamed and
civilized by pious Germanic Christians of various denominations. Because Gothic’s genealogy was
grafted onto the seductive story of Anglo-Saxon origins, New England’s Protestant consumers of
medieval architecture were less disturbed by Catholic foundations than their English predecessors.
Unlike their Anglican counterparts, American ecclesiologists saw the Gothic as a symbol of de-
nominational identity rather than as a starting point for the moral regeneration of a rapidly indus-
trializing nation®. Despite reading identical books, English readers learned what to look for in their
historical environment, while American readers learned how to “historicize” their environment. The
most important task for the English in this process was to develop a renewed awareness of the
medieval tradition revealed in everyday objects, while the most important task for the Americans
was to cultivate allusions to such a heritage so that it would be meaningful within a framework of
feeling and aesthetic appreciation”. Scottish novelist Walter Scott’s effect in America was greater
and more lasting than in Europe, due to the wide distribution and limited range of books and other
cultural materials available. Samuel Griswold Goodrich (1793-1860), a Boston publisher, gave us an
idea of Scott’s reputation on this side of the Atlantic: “The appearance of a new novel from his pen
caused a greater sensation in the United States than did some of the battles of Napoleon, which
decided the fate of thrones and empires. Everybody read these works; everybody - the refined and
the simple - shared in the delightful trances which seemed to transport them to remote ages and
distant climes”®. It's worth noting that the American humorist Mark Twain (1835-1910) later sarcas-
tically referred to America’s fascination with the Middle Ages as “Sir Walter Disease”™®.

Initially, just as in England during the 18 century (the first example, and arguably the most fa-
mous, being Horace Walpole’s Strawberry Hill, the Gothic Revival style found expression primarily
in American domestic architecture, where its medieval-inspired elements appealed to a roman-
ticized vision of home and hearth. Over time, however, the appeal of Gothic Revival aesthetics
expanded beyond private residences, gradually influencing the design of municipal buildings. By
the mid-19" century, this stylistic shift became particularly evident in museum architecture, first
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taking root in England and soon inspiring similar developments in the United States. As museums
adopted Gothic Revival elements, they sought to evoke a sense of historical continuity and cultural
prestige that resonated with their civic mission.

The Democratic Museum

The museums we know today appeared at the same time as the first encyclopedias, at the end of
the 18th century and, like the encyclopedias, were strongly influenced by the radical currents of
thought that led to the French Revolution. The specificity of amassing collections largely through
the confiscation of objects symbolizing the secular and religious feudalism of the Ancien Régime,
and looting by the military, differs greatly from German and English procedures, which took place
over a long period of time™. The Louvre, for example, was founded because of the political rele-
vance of a public art exhibition. In the spirit of the democratic principles of the Revolution, the
French royal collections were made available to all French people, for the teaching of the nation’s
history and arts. The Louvre’s exhibitions were not only beautiful, but they were also organized
historically and by national school - not unlike some German collections of the time - with French
painting at the forefront. This politically motivated deference to the pedagogical ideals of the
Enlightenment was also reflected in the French vision of the usefulness of arts and crafts™2. How-
ever, the Jacobin notion that art belonged to the public did not fully take hold. Most European
institutions clung to aristocratic traditions rooted in centuries of private expertise, royal patronage,
and bourgeois family pride. Even the Louvre, when it opened to the public in 1793, admitted pro-
fessional artists only five days out of ten. The British Museum, which opened its doors to the public
in 1759, could only be visited by written appointment and by people who could be described as
“gentlemen” until the middle of the 19t century®.
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Galleries of paintings were immediately opened to the public during the Revolution, but it wasn’t
until after 1817 - a year after Alexandre Lenoir's commendable Musée des monuments francais
closed - that it was decided to display the exquisite Romanesgue and Gothic sculptures rescued
from ravaged monasteries, such as the Couvent des Augustins in Toulouse™. In general, these
repositories were set up in secularized convents, often on the initiative of local archaeological
organizations, which sprang up all over France. Objects were collected haphazardly in these mu-
seums, with no concern for display, evoking the ossuaries of medieval cemeteries.

Lenoir’'s “Museum of French Monuments” was dissolved by ordinance on April 24, 1816, much to
the delight of neoclassical aestheticians and artists, but the loss was keenly felt in Paris®. The
void was filled in 1832, when Alexandre Du Sommerard (1779-1842) moved his collection to the
Hotel de Cluny, the 15™-century residence of the abbots of Cluny. Attached to the Middle Ages
and the Renaissance, Sommerard explained his idea of storing “in a series of more or less obscure
garret rooms and to exhibit for the veneration of the initiated the fruits of [my] harvest of objets
d’art in the hope that these old things would evoke appreciation for all that our arts comport of
science and poetry”. The City of Paris purchased the hotel and its collections with the aim of
turning them into a museum, welcoming 12,000 visitors at its inauguration on March 16, 1844, and



16,000 the following Sunday". Until modern restoration and reorganization efforts, the Musée de
Cluny remained a fascinating hodgepodge, feeding the imagination of writers of the day, includ-
ing Alexandre Dumas and Jules Michelet. Museums of this type appeared across Europe around
1850, fueled by a new wave of nationalism sweeping the continent. These were institutions of a
historical rather than artistic nature, with the aim of showing the origin and evolution of a people’s
existence, including its many social classes, industries, and crafts through decorative art objects™®.
Wherever there has been renewed interest in the arts of the Middle Ages, particularly in North-
ern Europe, archaeological museums have sprung up. These new buildings were constructed in
neo-medieval styles: Romanesque Revival or Gothic Revival.

Museums at the Service of Manufacture

With the advent of the modern economy, industry directly influencing the museum first appeared in
England in a paradoxical way: through a heightened interest in the furniture arts™. Stimulated by the
British government’s competitiveness with European countries that had already created schools or
societies dedicated to teaching or presenting the industrial arts, design education initiatives in Eng-
land began in the 1830s%. In 1835, the British Parliament appointed the Select Committee on Arts
and Manufacturers to study ways of spreading knowledge of the arts and principles of design, par-
ticularly among the working class?. The fact that knowledge of the arts was spreading abroad was a
reason to do the same in England, but it couldn’t be the only argument. The Select Committee met
in 1835 and 1836. According to its members, the arts tended to be progressive, broadly beneficial,
and vaguely benign. Citing an “enlightening influence” and a potential impact on the economy, the
arts could serve a particular purpose in a country whose economy depended on the international
competitiveness of its industry?2. The Select Committee reiterated the liberal theory that art has a
unique ability to improve individual character and, more specifically, design.

Unfortunately, the Select Committee noted two problems in its report which, when combined,
made art unavailable and inaccessible to factory workers, prohibiting their participation in ex-
hibitions and thus their education. “Our exhibitions are generally periodic,” they said, referring
to the practice of making art available only for a short period; there was also a cost, they noted,
“a fee is charged for admission”?. Manufacturing workers had little time and little money. The
Select Committee concluded that removing these obstacles would allow art to be exhibited with-
out hindrance. They argued that art should be shown continuously rather than periodically, and
“accessible after working hours”?4. In addition to being open for longer durations and later hours,
admission should be free. Of course, asserting that art exhibitions should be permanent, open,
and free meant that there had to be public museums. To this end, their 1836 report recommended
that museums be created and that essentially anything from anywhere be included. This was how
art was to be exhibited, and how manufacturing workers were to be educated.

It took twenty-one years for the Select Committee’s recommendations on museums to be put into
practice. However, it was not the 1836 Report that established a museum, but the Great Exhibition
of the Works of Industry of All Nations. Held in London in 1851, this “great exhibition” was the
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first of its kind, in which the contemporary world unveiled itself and re-evaluated industrial and
technological development in an international competition of a retrospective nature. It was such a
success that it was decided to make it a permanent institution. The government appointed Henry
Cole (1808-1882) to oversee the creation of a museum, in accordance with the conclusions of the
select committee’s report. The result was a museum and accompanying education program that
was incredibly imaginative in adapting this remit to a wider educational purpose, while consider-
ing the museum’s target audience of craftsmen, designers, and makers?.

Cole and his colleagues clearly believed in the reformative potential of the exquisite and the
ancient, given the burgeoning educational philosophy of the time and the enthusiasm for anti-
quarian collecting that had fueled English museum efforts since the 17" century?8. According to
Cole, visiting the museum was an experience of entering an enlightening environment for the
mind. Allowing access to South Kensington meant being able to travel from darkness to light,
from drunkenness to moderation, and from misery to pleasure?. The museum’s admission pol-
icy, accessible and free to the public at large, including the poor, fulfilled art’s general aim of
being progressive, useful, and benevolent. In addition to its ability to enlighten the masses,
the South Kensington Museum followed free-market principles of supply and demand?. By
giving access to works of art that would not otherwise have been available, it awakened an
acute desire, a “hunger” according to Cole, that had to be satisfied somewhere, outside the
museum, on the market. South Kensington instilled in its visitors the ability to buy wisely. In
other words, a state museum used a market mechanism to disseminate information. While the
South Kensington Museum’s extraordinary collections were presented as pedagogical models
necessary for commercial advancement, the complex research and negotiation tactics of the
museum’s first director, John Charles Robinson (1824-1913), as well as Cole’s profound belief in
the growth of the collections, reflect a cultural aspiration far more complex than any govern-
ment acquisition report?. The confident, pragmatic operations of Cole and his team inspired
an Anglo-American museum tradition. The South Kensington Museum became the most in-
fluential and copied museum of the late 19™ century: institutions in both the UK and the USA



had their roots in the liberal, civic-minded social philosophy of the time, with museums in both
countries supported by a rising business class, whether through government, as in London, or
the private sector, as in America3®. Nowhere else has collecting become such a national sport,
practiced with such zeal and in such diverse ways. No other country uses the term “national
treasure” to justify the purchase of objects made long ago and from afar for its public museums
as successfully as the United States.

The rise of American art museums coincided with the growth of cities and the emergence of new
communities across the country. Many museums founded in the mid-19™ century were created to
educate growing American immigrant populations by displaying artifacts that conveyed a visual
narrative. Successful men of the time supported the movement to add public high schools and
state universities to the national system of free education, seeing popular education as the pana-
cea for all the country’s major problems3'. Surely, after twelve years of schooling, coarse, illiterate
individuals would become more civilized, especially if they could be exposed to the refined touch
of the fine arts. The moral value of art and beauty was strongly emphasized. Andrew Jackson
Downing (1815-1852), who was largely responsible for the Central Park building movement, ar-
gued for years that the city’s parks would “civilize and refine the national character”, and the
influential art critic James Jackson Jarves (1818-1888) insisted that “we cannot make the world
more beautiful without making it better, morally and socially”32.

American journalist and author Karl Meyer (1928-2019) pointed out that “even before the
American Revolution, the educated classes, composed of professional men, wealthy mer-
chants, and landowners, had begun to establish public galleries”33. Individuals willing to offer
their own collections and money to improve the knowledge and education of the community
were instrumental in founding America’s first museums34. There were essentially two kinds
of museums in the United States in the mid-19"" century: the first was an institution built for
profit and dedicated to entertainment; the second was a public gallery, which could be found
in alibrary, art academy, historical society, college, or private club 3. In Boston, the founding of
the American Academy of Arts and Sciences in 1780 and the Massachusetts Historical Society
in 1791 were significant events during and after the American Revolution®®. The Massachusetts
Historical Society, which contained both a library and a public gallery, established the tradition
of historical societies: encouraging study as a general practice and documenting the young
nation’s past?.

For most Americans in the 19th century, art remained a dubious and European concept; the name
museum connoted the natural sciences rather than painting and sculpture. Nearly every major city
had its Museum of Natural Sciences, where science was used as a pretext to feed the nation’s ap-
petite for the bizarre and the grotesque. Only a few organizations in America presented artifacts
considered works of art for the enjoyment and education of the public when the South Kensington
Museum opened in the 1850s. One such example is the Wadsworth Atheneum in Hartford, Con-
necticut, founded in 1842, whose primary purpose was to present a permanent collection of art to
the public, much like art museums today38. Although Daniel Wadsworth (1771-1848) and a group
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of Hartford colleagues appropriated the Greek title Atheneumn, they commissioned Alexander
Jackson Davis (1803-1892) to design a structure in the Gothic Revival style. With its harmonious
massing and picturesque details, the subtlety of the design managed to conceal three completely
independent sections: the galleries for the fine arts collection, space for the predecessor of the
Hartford Public Library, and rooms for the Connecticut Historical Society3®.

The Boston Museum Initiative

Another example is the Boston Athenaeum, the successor to several attempted public libraries
and literary societies spanning the 17""and 18" centuries, and predecessor to the Museum of Fine
Arts, Boston. Founded in 1807, the Athenaeum experienced rapid expansion resulting in it having
to repeatedly relocate to larger spaces over a short period of time. To illustrate, the Athenaeum
opened a cast gallery in its new building in December 1826, and to test public interest, a loan
exhibition was held in 1827 consisting almost entirely of paintings on loan from private owners.
Attendance was so good that within two months admission sales had reached $4,0004°. By
1830 the Athenaeum had a commercial gallery that sponsored a series of exhibitions, including
one of 317 works ranging from Old Masters to contemporary Americans whose works were for
sale®!. Having become very popular, the art gallery served both to foster the study of art and
to develop interest in collecting. Three artists’ societies were formed in the 1840s and 1850s to
hold annual painting exhibitions. Art dealers from abroad arrived in Boston in the 1850s with
inventories of contemporary French paintings; by the 1860s and 1870s, many Boston painters
had moved abroad to serve as intermediaries for Boston clients at European auctions*2.

The cornerstone for the present Athenaeum building on Beacon Street was laid on April 17, 184743
By July 1849, the library had been moved from Pearl Street to the new structure, but it took a
few months for the artwork to be moved as well. The move was completed by late spring, in
time for the twenty-third Athenaeum Exhibition, which opened on May 27, 185044, The sculpture
gallery on the first floor was remodeled in 1868 to accommodate books. Although the principle of
separate buildings for the library and art gallery was generally accepted, even in 1867, there was

1.4
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some doubt as to the size of the adjacent Tremont Place property. Was it large enough for the
new gallery? Apprehensions were raised when Colonel Timothy Bigelow Lawrence (1826-1869)
bequeathed a large collection of armor and weapons to the Athenaeum?®. Since no room was
available, Madame Lawrence pledged $25,000 toward the creation of a new space, provided that
an additional $75,000 be raised by the trusteest. Although there had been an earlier petition
to the General Court requesting land for a public museum in the recently filled Back Bay, it was
Colonel Lawrence’s gift that finally sparked a broader discussion about the future of the fine arts in
the city of Boston#. The Athenzeum’s Fine Arts Committee concluded that by housing the armory
and paintings in a separate museum, “the conflicting needs of the galleries and the extension of
the library could be reconciled”8.

A twelve-man board of trustees - including members of the Athenaeum and other civic organ-
izations previously cited - for the future Museum of Fine Arts, Boston was incorporated by an
act of the Massachusetts legislature on February 4, 18704, the same year that the Metropolitan
Museum in New York3® - also designed in the Gothic Revival style - and the Corcoran Gallery
of Art in Washington, D.C5" were founded. The charter provisioned “to erect a museum for the
preservation and exhibition of works of art,” and to “make, maintain, and constitute collections
of such works” and “to afford instruction in the fine arts”%2 The act of incorporation required that
the museum be open at least four times a month, free of charge. However, the buildings and
property were placed in the hands of a self-perpetuating board of trustees, under the direction of
Martin Brimmer (1829-1896)3. The death of one trustee and the election of three others brought
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the number to fourteen by 1876, the year the museum was inaugurated. In addition, Harvard, the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, and the Athenaeum were each given the power to appoint
three trustees. In addition, a provision added five ex officio members: the mayor of Boston, the
chairman of the trustees of the public library, a trustee of the Lowell Institute, the secretary of
the State Board of Education, and the Boston Superintendent of Schools. Their positions on the
board reflected the priority given to the museum’s educational duties and signified the desire to
integrate the museum into the public school curriculum.

At this time, the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, concerned about the state of local indus-
trial design, had decided to impose stricter regulations requiring the teaching of art in public
schools. Indeed, an 1870 act of the legislature made the teaching of art mandatory in all Mas-
sachusetts schools in towns with more than ten thousand inhabitants; in 1873, a normal school
was established in Boston to train art teachers and supervisors; and in 1876, the Museum
School was established as a complement to the new Museum of Art34. By contrast, the Met-
ropolitan Museum of Art gave more prominence to professional and political figures than to
pedagogues. At first glance, the Boston Museum’s board of trustees appeared to be little more
than a group of well-to-do “Brahmins”: nearly all of the twenty-three chosen trustees were
descended from old Yankee families (a good many were blood relatives) and were wealthy
men; however, while reputation and financial stature were both necessary and inevitable fac-
tors in their selection, each participant possessed unigue knowledge, talents, or interests that
would contribute to the success of the new institution®. Three months after the Museum of
Fine Arts was incorporated, the city of Boston gave the museum’s board of trustees an oblong
property in Copley Square, southeast of the junction of Huntington Avenue and Dartmouth
Street3¢. A competition for the museum’s design attracted ideas from fourteen prestigious
firms. After considerable deliberation, the board awarded the commission to the firm of John
H. Sturgis and Charles Brigham in 18717, The trustees immediately began soliciting public
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funds for construction, a task already difficult given the fragile post-Civil War economy, made
even more precarious by the Great Fire of 1872 and the Panic of 1873%8. As a result, only the first
segment of the building was completed on July 3, 1876, in time for the museum’s dedication,
more than six years after the competition had ended®.

The influence of the South Kensington Museum was felt early in Boston. In a letter dated January
1870, Martin Brimmer, later chairman of the museum’s building committee, wrote to architect
John Hubbard Sturgis (1834-1888) about “project of a South Kensington Museum to be estab-
lished here on a scale proportioned to the modest capacities of the place [about 100,000 square
feet]"®0. As noted earlier, Sturgis and his partner, Charles Brigham (1841-1925), were commis-
sioned to design and build the museum. For Sturgis and Brigham, it was not only Boston’s first
museum, it was also the first building constructed on Copley Square. The plan that Sturgis sub-
mitted to the competition in 1870 presented a Victorian Gothic design reminiscent of the north
central section of the South Kensington Museum, incorporating lecture theatres and art training
rooms. More regular than its English model, the rectangular plan, bisected by an east-west bridge
forming two inner courts measuring 70 by 100 feet, was well suited to the site measuring 350 by
250 feet®. The building was intended to be as inexpensive as possible while still announcing its
purpose from the outside. “No intelligent person, seeing it for the first time,” the trustees exulted,
“could possibly take it for anything but a Museum:; and such revelation of the end in aspect is a
cardinal virtue in any piece of man’s work”®2. The architecture was eclectic, but the rhetoric (and
purpose) was quite modern: it was a well-planned, practical, and inexpensive structure. In the
end, it was none of these things.

Aside from the design he submitted, Sturgis was an ideal candidate for the undertaking. De-
spite his Boston upbringing, he considered himself an Englishman. His first trip to England took
place in 1850, right in between the publications of John Ruskin’s Seven Lamps of Architecture
(1849) and The Stones of Venice (1851-53), and just before the Great Exhibition of 1851. Although
a handful of English architects had been practicing in the United States from the mid-19" cen-
tury through the 1860s, by 1870 they were still as dependent on publications to keep up with
architectural trends abroad as their American colleagues®. Given the tensions of the Civil War
and the financially difficult years of the mid-1870s, regular travel to Europe was understandably
unusual for the average professional. The firm of Sturgis and Brigham, established in 1866, was
unique among its contemporaries in that Sturgis moved to England that same year, working
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on mail-order projects®. The distinctive feature of Sturgis’s design was the use of ornamental
terracotta on the exterior. This was a technological feat because the material - developed in
England but only in its experimental phase at the time - was then virtually unknown in Ameri-
ca%. Not only did architectural terracotta require a highly specialized application technique, but
there was no labor available for the task in the United States. Not surprisingly, this contributed
to delays in construction. As a result, only the first segment of the building was completed on
July 3,1876, in time for the museum’s opening to the public the following day, July 4, 1876, the
centennial of the American colonies’ declaration of independence from England®’. It was the
third art museum in the United States to open that year. Although it was never completed to
Sturgis’s design (the main elevation was never executed)®®, the building’s grandeur made it
one of the jewels of Copley Square. This truly Bostonian construction indicated a devotion to
Ruskinian Gothic formss®.

Charles C. Perkins (1823-1886), the leading proponent of a South Kensington-style museum
in Boston, earned his devotion through direct knowledge of the English museum, making his
lobbying the most sophisticated of any founding trustee of American museums. Perkins had
built relationships with every constituency for a project that required the fusion of commercial,
artistic, and social enterprise interests. In 1869, as chairman of a special committee of the Amer-
ican Social Science Association on art from an educational point of view, he praised the value of
appreciating the beauty of nature and art as a prelude to proposing the creation of institutions
across the country based on South Kensington. In 1870, he stressed that the special mission of
any art museum movement in the United States should be “to collect materials for the education
of a nation in art, and not to constitute collections of objects of art”?. Since Harvard Universi-
ty and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology were among the many institutions of higher
learning that contributed to the Boston museum initiative, Perkins’ views must have been in
keeping with those of his other trustees, some of whom preferred the British Museum model to
that of South Kensington. The Museum of Fine Arts succeeded in blending the two museological
approaches in its early years thanks to Perkins’ efforts. Under his leadership, no institution was
more devoted to the educational value of plaster casts than the Museum of Fine Arts.



Following the model of Henry Cole in South Kensington, Perkins organized exhibitions accord-
ing to the materials of the objects rather than period or provenance. He too believed that the
museum’s purpose was to improve the level of craftsmanship in the United States by elevating
the artistic tastes of the general public: discerning customers would want better-quality and bet-
ter-designed products, making American companies more competitive in the international mar-
ketplace™. At the museum’s opening, Perkins expressed his hope that it “would be a rival [...] to
the great industrial museums of Kensington and Vienna*72.

The building was reminiscent of South Kensington not only in its exterior but also in its efforts to
organize the installations inside. The ground-floor galleries were devoted to a few antiques and
many casts of sculptures, while the second-level galleries displayed a variety of Western and East-
ern objects, as well as the old paneling never before mounted in an American museum intended
to highlight an installation of furniture, sculpture, and armor. Commenting on the efforts of his city
and other American art institutions at the time, one Boston museum supporter observed that “the
success of the South Kensington Museum is the cornerstone of our art museums’”3.

The Museum of Fine Arts was almost immediately popular, with over seventeen thousand paying
visitors and over one hundred and forty thousand free visitors in its first full year of operation.
Because free days were limited to Saturday and Sunday, this amounted to as many as four or five
thousand people each weekend; complaints of overcrowding in the galleries soon followed. The
museum’s founders had anticipated that it would house modest works of art, perhaps largely or-
namental pieces loaned or contributed by local individuals. They had greatly underestimated the
generosity of their fellow citizens. Wealthy Bostonians rummaged through their parlors and attics,
offering paintings, sketches, and sculptures of exceptional quality from their own collections.
New Englanders began to travel to Europe and Asia to purchase works of art with the express in-
tention of filling the galleries, much to the astonishment of the trustees. By the time the museum
was ready to open in 1876, the collection numbered more than 5,400 artifactse.

Charles Greely Loring (1828-1902), the museum’s first director and chief curator, sought to find
exhibition space for all the pieces in the fledgling collection, as was the custom at the time. How-
ever, as the collection grew, this proved increasingly difficult. A further 1,500 pieces were donated
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in 1878, filling all the galleries and storage facilities”. In 1879, a new wing was built and inaugurat-
ed. In 1890, the building was enlarged to provide a better, less cluttered layout. Part of the major
gifts and bequests, when not otherwise designated, were used to purchase items to enhance the
collections where reinforcements seemed necessary?. By the turn of the century, the museum’s
collection of original works of art had grown considerably, and it was clear that the Copley Square
buildings were no longer sufficient?. Contradictorily, we would have to wait until the turn of
the 20™ century, when the museum left its Copley Square holdings for its current placement on
Huntington Avenue in a neoclassical construction®, before authentic medieval artifacts began
to enter the collection, marking the transition from luring citizens to cross the threshold of the
museum by presenting these milieux as morally uplifting by renewing aesthetics of a glorified
past - maintaining the Americans’ attachment to the Old World first through Gothic Revival
constructions - to the increasingly specialized study of the Middle Ages through its collection
conserved within.

Conclusion
The Gothic Revival movement in 19"-century America highlights a compelling paradox: a young,
independent nation seeking to distance itself from Europe while simultaneously drawing deeply
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on European traditions. Far from a superficial aesthetic choice, the adoption of Gothic Revival was
a calculated effort to assert cultural legitimacy, bridge historical continuity, and forge a distinctive
American identity.

The architectural narrative of Gothic Revival museums in the United States reflects broader cul-
tural aspirations. Buildings like the first Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, the original building of the
Metropolitan Museum in New York, and the Wadsworth Atheneum in Hartford, with their intricate
detailing and imposing facades, stood as physical manifestations of intellectual ambition. They
appealed to visitors regardless of education and social status because the Gothic Revival was
a part of the public imagination. Crossing the thresholds of these institutions housed in medie-
val-inspired constructions allowed any visitor to be transported to far-off places and by-gone eras,
inspiring them to elevate the minutiae of their days.
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