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Portland Art Museum receives historic $10 million gift 

from philanthropist Arlene Schnitzer 
The largest gift ever to a Portland arts organization, Mrs. Schnitzer’s donation 

continues an extraordinary legacy of support for the Museum and the arts. 
 

 
Portland, Oregon, January 21, 2020—The Portland Art Museum today 
announced a landmark gift of $10 million from philanthropist Arlene Schnitzer, 
representing the largest contribution from an individual donor in the 127-year 
history of the institution. This gift is also among the top gifts to the arts in the 
region, signaling to the community the importance of continued investment in 
the art and culture of Portland and our region.  
 
The gift was announced at the Museum this 
morning by Jordan Schnitzer, Mrs. Schnitzer’s 
son, who like his mother is a noted collector 
and arts philanthropist. Gov. Kate Brown 
spoke of Mrs. Schnitzer’s extraordinary 
leadership to approximately 200 invitees, 
underscoring the importance of the 
Schnitzers and others investing in the arts in 
our state.  
 
U.S. Rep. Suzanne Bonamici brought additional good news to this morning’s 
event, announcing a $750,000 grant from the National Endowment for the 
Humanities in support of the Museum’s Connections Campaign. Through 
that campaign, the Museum will transform its campus by connecting its two 



 

 

buildings via the new Mark Rothko Pavilion and by growing its endowment in 
support of access, exhibitions, and programs. 
 
The Schnitzer gift now represents the lead gift in the Museum's ongoing 
Connection Campaign, which is currently in the quiet phase. An official 
announcement of the public campaign is anticipated in 2021. 
 
“This extraordinary gift is a profound investment in our role as Portland’s 
museum for art and film, but also in the future of the arts in our region,” said 
Brian Ferriso, Director and Chief Curator of the Museum. “We are so grateful 
to the Schnitzer family for their leadership in continually reinforcing that the 
arts are essential for vibrant, equitable communities. This gift, and the gifts it 
will inspire, will shape the future of the 
arts in this community in ways we cannot 
foresee today.”  
 
Arlene Schnitzer’s relationship with the 
Portland Art Museum began when she 
enrolled as a student at the Museum Art 
School. She and her late husband, 
Harold Schnitzer (1923–2011), along 
with their son, Jordan, have been close 
partners of the Museum for almost half 
a century. Their passion for art, and our 
city, led to leadership roles at the 
Museum. The Schnitzers have provided 
financial support of important acquisitions, exhibitions, and capital campaigns; 
donated their Chinese Han Dynasty collection and other works to the 
Museum’s collection; and made significant investments in furthering the 
scholarship of the curatorial team through endowments of Northwest and 
Asian art, whose curatorial positions are named in their honor. The Schnitzers’ 
vision and generosity led to the creation of the Museum’s Arlene and Harold 
Schnitzer Center for Northwest Art, celebrating the creative vitality of the 
region. 
 



 

 

When asked about what drives her philanthropy, Mrs. Schnitzer said, “Enough 
is never enough giving back. And Harold felt it as strongly as I do. And that’s 
it.” 
 
In recognition of their incredible commitment and contributions, in 2007 
Harold and Arlene Schnitzer were named the first ever Life Trustees of the 
Museum. In 2014, the Museum showcased Arlene and Harold’s distinguished 
collection with the exhibition and publication In Passionate Pursuit: The Harold 
and Arlene Schnitzer Collection and Legacy. That exhibition displayed artwork 
by many of the Northwest artists whose careers Mrs. Schnitzer nurtured 
through her Fountain Gallery, including Robert Colescott, the focus of the 
special exhibition Art and Race Matters: The Career of Robert Colescott, 
opening February 15 at the Museum. The Schnitzers’ legacy and impact on 
the arts in Portland and throughout the Northwest are undeniable. 
 
“It has been very exciting to see the Museum change and grow, and to watch 
interest in the art of the Northwest region blossom,” Mrs. Schnitzer said. “It’s 
what Harold and I envisioned.” 
 
Today’s announcement event included a performance by the Lincoln High 
School Chamber Choir. Both Harold and Arlene Schnitzer attended Lincoln 
High, and the Schnitzer family has been strongly supportive of arts education. 
 
“I am so proud of my mother, Arlene, and my late father, Harold,” said Jordan 
Schnitzer. “My mother recently said the reason they have given to the art 
museum was ‘You either put up, or shut up!’ It doesn’t get any more succinct 
than that!  
 
“While their financial contributions have been important, I believe their 
leadership and lifelong effort to enlist many others to support the arts is their 
greatest legacy,” Mr. Schnitzer continued. “My late father often said, ‘You 
can’t have too many yellow school buses in front of the Museum!’” 
 



 

 

 
 
About the Schnitzer Family’s Support for the Arts  
Arlene Schnitzer is well known in the arts community for fostering artistic 
excellence by advancing the role art plays in a society’s social, cultural and 
economic well-being. A native Oregonian, Mrs. Schnitzer was the founder 
and director of Portland’s legendary Fountain Gallery of Art from 1961 until 
1987. Through the Fountain Gallery of Art, Schnitzer pioneered a nationwide 
appreciation for art produced in the Pacific Northwest, while simultaneously 
supporting regional artists and developing a commercial and critical market 
for their work. Arlene along with her late husband Harold and their son Jordan 
have given more than $150 million since 1984 when they first began to 
formalize their giving. Arts organizations have been a focus of the Schnitzers’ 
generosity, with significant gifts not only to the Portland Art Museum, but to 
organizations including Portland State University’s Art Department, Pacific 
Northwest College of Art, Oregon Symphony, Oregon Ballet, and Portland 
Japanese Garden. The Harold & Arlene Schnitzer CARE Foundation 
supports arts and culture, youth, educational, medical, social service, and 
community activities that enhance quality of life. 
 
At age 14, Jordan D. Schnitzer bought his first work of art from his mother’s 
Portland, Oregon contemporary art gallery, evolving into a lifelong avocation 
as collector. He began collecting contemporary prints and multiples in earnest 
in 1988. Today, the collection exceeds 14,000 works and includes many of 



 

 

today’s most important contemporary artists. It has grown to be one of the 
country’s largest private print collections. He generously lends work from his 
collection to qualified institutions. The Jordan Schnitzer Family Foundation 
has organized over 110 exhibitions and has had art exhibited at over 150 
museums.  
 
About the Portland Art Museum 
The seventh oldest museum in the United States, the Portland Art Museum is 
internationally recognized for its permanent collection and ambitious special 
exhibitions drawn from the Museum’s holdings and the world’s finest public 
and private collections. The Museum’s collection of more than 45,000 
objects, displayed in 112,000 square feet of galleries, reflects the history of art 
from ancient times to today. The collection is distinguished for its holdings of 
arts of the native peoples of North America, English silver, and the graphic 
arts. An active collecting institution dedicated to preserving great art for the 
enrichment of future generations, the Museum devotes 90 percent of its 
galleries to its permanent collection.  
 
The Museum’s campus of landmark buildings, a cornerstone of Portland’s 
cultural district, includes the Jubitz Center for Modern and Contemporary 
Art, the Gilkey Center for Graphic Arts, the Schnitzer Center for Northwest 
Art, the Northwest Film Center, and the Confederated Tribes of Grand 
Ronde Center for Native American Art. With a membership of more than 
22,000 households and serving more than 350,000 visitors annually, the 
Museum is a premier venue for education in the visual arts. For information on 
exhibitions and programs, call 503-226-2811 or visit portlandartmuseum.org. 
 
The Portland Art Museum welcomes all visitors and affirms its commitment to 
making its programs and collections accessible to everyone. The Museum 
offers a variety of programs and services to ensure a quality experience and a 
safe, inclusive environment for every member of our diverse community. 
Learn more at portlandartmuseum.org/access. 
 
The Portland Art Museum is pleased to offer accommodations to ensure that 
our programs are accessible and inclusive. Please email a request to 
access@pam.org two to three weeks in advance, or call 503-226-2811. 
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The Impact and Legacy of Arlene and 
Harold Schnitzer  

 
By Brian J. Ferriso 
Director and Chief Curator, Portland Art Museum 
 
 
In the United States, great institutions embody the hard work and deeds of great individuals, citizens who 
selflessly give of their time, talents, and hard-earned resources for the benefit of a community and its future 
generations. As the Portland Art Museum enters its 128th year, it could easily be said that we have attained 
greatness thanks to many. Our collections, exhibitions, programs, and facilities are some of the finest in the 
country. This achievement is due in large part to the thousands of philanthropically minded citizens who have 
contributed their time and talents to the Museum, from its very founding in 1892 to today. The list is long, and 
the names are numerous. There are, however, a few on the list who entered the life of the Museum and led at 
pivotal moments, single-handedly altering the trajectory of the institution. With their unprecedented 
contributions, Arlene and Harold Schnitzer are surely at the top of that list.  
 
Encounters with original works of art and art making are powerful experiences. They change the individual’s 
perspective forever, often igniting a deep passion for art. Art viewing by Arlene and Harold and art making by 
Arlene were formative experiences that inspired their dedication to the cultural and educational life of our city 
and state. Arlene was a student at the Museum Art School in 1958, and her frequent visits to the Museum with 
Harold nurtured their relationship to art, eventually leading to the founding in 1961 of the city’s premier art 
gallery, the Fountain Gallery of Art. Through the gallery, Arlene and Harold solidified their commitment to the 
artists of the Northwest, initiating an unprecedented efflorescence of art appreciation and collecting in our city 
and state. The gallery served as the foundation for a visual arts ecosystem that sustained and invested in some 
of the region’s most significant modernists, many of whom resisted the urge to move to the epicenter of the art 
world in New York. Acclaimed artists, such as Louis Bunce, Michele Russo, Hilda and Carl Morris, Lee Kelly, 
and Lucinda Parker, resided in our city because of the advocacy, patronage, and emotional support provided 
by Arlene and Harold.  
 
Their passion for art also led to leadership roles at the Portland Art Museum, and both were appointed the first 
Life Trustees of the Museum in 2007. After Arlene’s appointment to the board in 1967–71 and Harold’s in 1990, 
their joint service continued for more than twenty years. They were members of the Collections, Development, 
Executive, Operations, Director Search, Campaign for the Millennium, and North Building Campaign 
committees, with Harold serving as Chairman of the Board from 1997 to 2000.  
 
Their leadership on the board, combined with that of other prominent Portland philanthropists and visionaries, 
including Mary and Melvin “Pete” Mark and Laura and Roger Meier, made possible major enhancements to the 
Museum. These include the 1996 and 2000 renovations and expansions of the Main Building and the prescient 
acquisition of the former Masonic Temple and its adjacent parking lot. With the help of the North Building 
Campaign, the temple became the Mark Building in 2005, while the parking block provides the Museum with a 
future development opportunity on some of the city’s most valuable real estate. And now, with our Connection 
Campaign to transform the campus and connect our two buildings through the new Mark Rothko Pavilion, we 
are poised to take a dramatic step forward in how the community accesses and experiences our museum. These 



 

initiatives have built world-class facilities for our collections and programs and set the stage for the Museum’s 
evolution and growth for the next century. 
	
With donations to the Museum exceeding $21 million, Arlene and Harold are the largest financial contributors 
in our history. Those commitments included endowment gifts for the Northwest and Asian Art departments, 
significant capital investments, and millions in ongoing support of special exhibitions, membership, acquisitions, 
and general operations. Fundamental to their giving is an investment in core functions, which include 
curatorships, acquisitions, exhibitions, and publications. Their endowment gifts, in particular, are extraordinary, 
reflecting an innate understanding of the role of the Museum and the need to preserve our values and core 
functions in perpetuity. These gifts, the Northwest Art curatorial post, acquisition funds, and an exhibition 
program distinguish the Museum by allowing the art of our region to be a defining and notable feature. By 
endowing the Asian Art curatorship, Arlene and Harold have ensured that the Museum’s historically significant 
collection of more than 5,400 Chinese, Japanese, and Korean objects is interpreted and cared for at the 
highest professional level.  
 
At the heart of the Portland Art Museum are its collections, more than fifty thousand, which Arlene and Harold 
have built and substantially enhanced. Among the foremost collectors of Han dynasty (206 bce–220 ce) 
objects in the world, they have gifted the Museum with more than seventy unique works that are appreciated 
and studied by collectors and scholars worldwide. Their role as founders of the Fountain Gallery not only 
facilitated the recognition of accomplished regional modernists but also allowed them to build their personal 
collection of Northwest art, the core of which has been gifted to or is promised to the Museum. Their 
significant collections were showcased at the Museum in Mysterious Spirits, Strange Beasts, Earthly Delights: 
Early Chinese Art from the Arlene and Harold Schnitzer Collection (2005) and In Passionate Pursuit: The Harold 
and Arlene Schnitzer Collection and Legacy (2014). Additionally, Arlene and Harold have contributed major 
pieces of American and English silver and Native American beadwork, as well as provided funds over the years 
to support the purchase of numerous works in all areas of the collection.  
 
Their beneficial influence has also been felt beyond the Museum. A number of private collections of Northwest 
art were developed under their guidance, including the significant collections of Deanne and Richard 
Rubinstein, Lila and Doug Goodman, Susan and Jim Winkler, and Barbara and Gerry Pratt, to name but a few. 
Perhaps the most important impact they have had is as role models for their son, Jordan, who today oversees 
what is considered one of the largest collections of postwar American prints in the world. In 2016, Jordan 
generously opened his unparalleled collection of Andy Warhol prints to our curators; the spectacular exhibition 
that resulted, Andy Warhol: Prints from the Collections of Jordan D. Schnitzer and His Family Foundation, was 
the largest of its kind ever to be presented. Through his current collection-sharing program and notable 
patronage, Jordan’s collecting and philanthropic initiatives extend the legacy of his parents in meaningful and 
innovative ways.  
 
In addition to transforming the Portland Art Museum, Arlene’s and Harold’s influence on cultural and 
educational life can be felt throughout the city, state, and country. Major institutions in Portland and wider 
Oregon—including Cedar Sinai Park, Congregation Beth Israel, Lewis & Clark College, Northwest Academy, 
Oregon Ballet Theatre, Oregon Health & Science University, the Oregon Historical Society, Oregon Jewish 
Museum, Oregon Public Broadcasting, the Oregon Symphony, the Oregon Zoo, Pacific Northwest College of 
Art, the Portland Japanese Garden, Portland State University, and the University of Oregon—have all been 
shaped by their generosity and vision. Outside of Oregon, they have been major supporters of the Fine Arts 
Museums of San Francisco and the Palm Springs Art Museum; McCallum Theatre in Palm Desert, California; 
and Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Harold’s alma mater. In all, through the Harold & Arlene Schnitzer 
CARE Foundation and personal giving, Arlene and Harold have donated more than $100 million to more than 



 

570 nonprofits, helping to inspire and improve the lives of countless individuals and ranking them among the 
leading philanthropists in the country.  
 
As the director of the Portland Art Museum, I am forever grateful for the legacy of Arlene and Harold 
Schnitzer. The institution that I have been asked to lead has achieved an unparalleled success that I am certain 
my predecessors never imagined, due in large part to the passion and contributions of Arlene and Harold. 
Although their financial generosity is substantial, it is their moral support that truly stands out for fellow 
directors and executives at other institutions, my staff, our board of trustees, and me personally. I will never 
forget the vote of confidence that Arlene and Harold gave me when I took this post in 2006. Their 
commitment was then and continues to be unwavering, allowing the Portland Art Museum to not only 
withstand the Great Recession but also evolve in an exciting way as we fulfill our vital mission of presenting 
humankind’s greatest artistic creations. Their legacy is truly far-reaching, profound, and forever. It is an honor 
for this institution to celebrate this irreplaceable couple.  
 
 
 
This appreciation is adapted and updated from an essay originally published in In Passionate Pursuit: The Arlene 
and Harold Schnitzer Collection and Legacy, the companion publication to the 2014 special exhibition at the 
Portland Art Museum. 
  
 
 




