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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The present (seventh) home of the Massachusetts Historical Society is a building 
constructed for it in 1899 at the southeastern corner of Boylston Street (the Society- 
is numbered 115U Boylston) and the Fenway in Boston, Massachusetts. The building 
covers all of the lot except a narrow strip of lawn along its western edge. Because 
of its siting only the north (front) and west elevations of the building are visible 
from the street. To the north, east, and south of the Society are apartment, 
educational, and commercial buildings. To the west lie the Back Bay Fens, originally 
a tidal marsh but successfully altered by Frederick Law Olmsted in the late 19th century 
and incorporated in Boston's municipal park system.

Edmund M. Wheelwright, a Boston architect, designed the Society's three-story head­ 
quarters in Georgian Revival style, using granite ashlar for the first floor and yellow 
brick with granite detail for the second and third. The corner bays of the front 
elevation are bowed. At the center of the elevation are a one-story open porch with 
iron-railed balcony above and a granite-railed balcony at the third floor level; the 
french doors serving both balconies are set in one vertical frame of quoins topped by 
a semi-circular arch with impost blocks and keystone. The line of the flat roof is 
marked by a cornice with rosettes and dentil band and a railing with alternating panelled 
and balustraded sections. Other decorative elements include fluted Ionic pilasters, 
square-headed and round-arched windows with keystones, inset panels (on the curved bays) 
with rosettes and floral swags, and floral-patterned iron be.lconies at the second 
floor windows.

The interior of the building complements the Georgian Revival style of the exterior. 
The lobby, finished largely in marble, features a vaulted ceiling, Doric columns, and 
panelled doorways capped by bracketed cornices. The main stairway, also of marble with 
an iron railing, rises from the rear (south) of the lobby. The first floor reading rooms 
and major offices and exhibit areas on the second floor are appropriately panelled 
in dark wood. Library stacks and work areas are located in portions of the second 
floor, the third floor, and in an addition constructed at the rear of the main building 
in 19T1; the latter is not visible because of the location of adjacent buildings.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Massachusetts Historical Society, founded in 1791 9 is the oldest institution of its 
kind in the United States. From its earliest days, the Society has been pre-eminent 
in the collection, preservation, and publication of historical material and, in particular, 
of manuscript items. The Society's collections now include private papers, raiebooks, 
maps, prints, drawings, portraits, and museum objects ranging from Paul Revere silver 
to the epaulets worn by George Washington at Yorktown; the total of individual items is 
in the millions. The present (seventh) building occupied by the Massachusetts Historical 
Society is a three-story brick and granite structure in Georgian Revival style, completed 
in 1899. The building is open to the public from 9 to k:k5, Monday through Friday 
except holidays.

Historical Background

The Massachusetts Historical Society owes its inception largely to the foresight of the 
Reverend Jeremy Belknap. Early in the 1780 f s, Belknap had begun to write a history of 
New Hampshire, and that undertaking awakened him to the need for preserving historical 
records. Accordingly, he met with some friends on August 26, 1790, and discussed the 
creation of an historical society. Belknap on the following day wrote a "Plan of an 
Antiquarian Society." About five months later, on January 2U, 1791, "The Historical 
Society" was established. When incorporated in 179^- 9 its present name was assumed.

Even before the Society was organized, Belknap had begun collecting manuscripts and 
records. He persuaded Paul Revere to write an account of his ride, acquired manuscripts 
collected by Jonathan Trumbull, of Connecticut, and chose various manuscripts and books 
of the late John Hancock. He planned to acquire the papers of Samuel Adams, but, un­ 
fortunately, Belknap preceded Adams to the grave. Nevertheless, before he died in 1798, 
Belknap had laid a sound basis for the Society to grow upon.

As the Society's historical collections have grown, the Society has constantly presented 
much of its material to the public in its publications. Within the first year of its 
history, the Society published the initial issue of its Collections, on January 6, 1792. 
Since then, the published Collections have "been steadily enriched. Furthermore, the 
Society has issued innumerable other volumes, thus making much of its material readily 
available to scholars and other interested individuals. Among the significant items 
now in process of publication are the personal papers of John Adams.
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In the course of its long history, the Massachusetts Historical Society has had 
several homes. Until 1872, it occupied a number of different rented quarters, 
but in that year erected a building for itself on Tremont Street. There the 
Society remained until March 9, 1^99 •> when it held its first meeting in its present 
home, a three-story Georgian Revival building designed by Boston architect Edmund M. 
Wheelwright. A rear addition (not visible because of its siting) was constructed 
for library stacks in 1971- The Society is open to the public from 9 to k:b5 9 Monday 
through Friday except holidays; the majority of visitors come to do research or to 
attend special exhibits presented in the second floor galleries.
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lines (shown in red on the accompanying sketch map), are defined as follows: 
bounded northerly by Boylston Street 120 feet more or less; easterly by the property 
of the Berklee College of Music in sections of 120 and 50 feet more or less; southerly 
by the property of the Boston Conservatory of Music 130 feet more or less; and 
westerly by the Fenway 90 feet more or less.
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