
 
 
 
Agnes Meyer  
1887–1970 
Journalist, Activist, and Asian Art Collector 
 

The daughter of German immigrants, Agnes Ernst 
graduated from Barnard College in New York in 
1907 and became one of the first female 
reporters hired by the New York Sun. While 
studying at the Sorbonne in Paris, she became 
friends with Gertrude Stein and Edward Steichen. 
Her introduction to the modern art movement 
expanded further when, through her connection 
with the Sun, she met Alfred Stieglitz, Georgia 
O’Keeffe, and other avant-garde artists at 
Stieglitz’s Gallery 291 in New York City. She 

edited and contributed texts and poems to the gallery’s publication 291.  
 
In February 1910, Agnes Ernst married the wealthy financier Eugene Meyer (1875–1959), 
with whom she had five children. They shared an avid interest in collecting Asian art, 
sparked by her life-changing introduction to Chinese painting at an exhibition held at the 
British Museum in 1909. The couple’s friendship with collector Charles Lang Freer (1854–
1919) led to numerous acquisitions, purchased independently or jointly, that are now part 
of the Freer Gallery of Art.   
 
Meyer was deeply interested in social conditions, public education, and philanthropic 
activities. In addition to writing four books, she contributed a series of articles on social 
conditions in Great Britain during the blitz of World War II. (The series appeared in the 
Washington Post, the newspaper her husband had purchased in 1933.) Other articles 
criticized the Works Progress Administration and the government’s failure to meet the basic 
needs of its citizens. During her long life she effectively lobbied for racial integration, federal 
aid to education, and the creation of the Department of Health, Education and Welfare. 
Founded in 1944, the Eugene and Agnes E. Meyer Foundation still works to address 
community issues in the Greater Washington region.  
 
In a series of bequests made in the last decade of her life, Meyer donated to the Freer 
Gallery of Art the collection that she and her husband had amassed, including ancient 
Chinese paintings, sculpture, ceramics, metalwork, jade, and calligraphy, Japanese painting 
and prints, and Buddhist sculpture. Their contributions marked the largest expansion of the 
Gallery’s collection since Freer’s gift to the nation in 1919.  
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