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“Nude with Sunflowers” by Joesph Fanelli is one of the works from the Cape Cod Museum of Art’s 

permanent collection, currently on display in the museum’s “Light of Day” show. 
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“City V or Two Figures in the Garden,” a bronze sculpture by Swiss-born sculptor Arnold Geissbuhler, 

was one of the first pieces donated to the fledgling Cape Cod Museum of Art in the 1980s. 
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The mixed media painting “Kleberg and Dozer” by American artist Jamie Wyeth was added to the Cape 

Cod Museum of Art’s permanent collection in 2008. 

The Cape Cod Museum of Art’s latest show, “Light of Day: Rarely Seen Works From 

The Permanent Collection,” features 56 works from the museum’s permanent collection. 

“We could do about 10 of these shows,” said Michael Giaquinto, the museum’s 

exhibitions curator, who chose the works for the show and decided on their 

arrangement in the gallery. The museum’s collection includes an impressive 2,500 

works either collected or gifted to the museum over the past 39 years. 
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Mr. Giaquinto said he tried to look for works that had rarely, if ever, been shown. He 

also tried for a mix of mediums, from drawings to computer design, oils, etchings and 

sculptures. The works also range from realism to abstract. 

Benton Jones, the museum’s director of art, said, “A lot of the works you see here didn’t 

necessarily fit into other exhibits that have been held at the museum.” 

Formerly the Scargo Lake Museum, the Cape Cod Museum of Art, co-founded by Harry 

Holl, got its start in 1981 with 34 pieces of art—all by Mr. Holl’s father-in-law, Arnold 

Geissbuhler, a friend of contemporary of sculptor Alberto Giacometti. Almost 40 years 

later the 2,500 works in its permanent collection reside in the museum’s Dennis 

property on the same campus that includes the Cape Cod Playhouse and the Cape 

Cinema. 

The Cape Cod Museum of Art was started based on the idea that the artwork on the 

Cape needed to stay on the Cape. Trained as a potter and the founder of Scargo 

Pottery, Mr. Holl and his circle of friends witnessed a lot of the art on the Cape leaving 

and going to metropolitan areas. 

“A lot of artists would come to the Cape because of its artistic history, but there was not 

a reservoir to collect all the artwork that was being made here,” Mr. Jones said. 

Part of collecting art is collecting the stories of the works themselves. In the beginning 

work might have been given to the museum without much information attached to it, 

especially if it was given by a collector and not the artist. 

“We know more about the pieces now,” Mr. Jones said. “If you’re an artist and you 

donate a piece we sit down with you and find out when the art was made and how it 

was made.” In terms of the art that’s been collected, the museum’s docents have also 

been vital in retrieving information. 

“We’re lucky to have 25 docents who are a very active group here at the museum and 

help us to chase down information, almost like detectives,” Mr. Jones said. Most 



recently the docents curated “Sand and Sea,” which is currently hanging in the foyer of 

the museum. The museum’s docents will curate two upcoming shows featuring works 

from the permanent collection: one featuring portraits and the other in response to the 

museum’s current show, “Interiors.” 

“They [the docents] are a wonderful resource,” Mr. Jones said. “They are excited to be 

part of making a cohesive body of thematic work and then providing some context.” 

The museum has a collections committee that meets to review works and make 

recommendations. Art can come to the museum in many different ways, from artists 

donating work or from somebody who has a collection of artwork making a bequest. The 

museum can also make purchases. While it’s a given that the museum is actively 

acquiring works, it might surprise some to know that works are sometimes 

deaccessioned or let go by the museum as well. “It really is a living body of work,” Mr. 

Jones said. 

“Being a collecting museum poses a specific set of challenges. We have to care for, 

interpret, display and represent the collection in a way that serves the community.” 

Regardless if a work is being donated or considered for purchase, all potential 

acquisitions go through the collections committee, which determines whether the work 

has a regional significance. 

Regional significance is the idea that the work demonstrates a relationship to the 

geographic region of Cape Cod and the Islands, or that it is by an artist who spends full- 

or part-time residency here, or the work has historical aspects or influence to Cape Cod 

and the islands. The criteria for consideration is “pretty broad,” Mr. Jones said, “but it 

does have to do with Cape Cod roots. It has to have something to do with our region.” 

In 2016, as a way of celebrating its permanent collection, the museum published “Art 

From Cape Cod: Selections from the Cape Cod Museum of Art,” highlighting 60 artists 

whose works are in the collection and listing the remaining artists (up until 2016) who 

are also represented in the collection. 



Part of that project was to have professional high-resolution scans made of all the work 

featured in the book. “One of our goals, Mr. Jones said, “is to take all the works in the 

permanent collection and have them scanned and make those images available to the 

public.” 

The museum also has a resource library that includes files for all its artists. “If you don’t 

know something about an artist, there’s a good chance they are represented,” Mr. 

Jones said. 

Suzanne Packer, the museum’s first director, serves as archivist for the library. “She 

comes in two or three times a week and pores through all the publications on the Cape 

and clips all the different articles and files them for us,” Mr. Jones said, adding that 

people doing research are invited to come in and look at the files. “We’d like to be more 

digitally available,” he said. 

Stopping in front of four large nudes rendered in charcoal-on-newsprint by Gordon 

Hansen in the “Light of Day” exhibit, Mr. Jones pointed out water stains and creases in 

the paper. “By having exhibitions like this we can show the public and our patrons 

where we could use some help,” he said. “We could easily remove some of this water 

damage and seal the drawings to a substrate to give it a more permanent future. The 

paper over time wrinkles and buckles, but that doesn’t mean that the work doesn’t have 

great value.” 

Works from the permanent collection are on display year-round in the museum’s lower 

level. Some of the works are continually on view, while others are rotated. Some of the 

art luminaries in the permanent collection include Jamie Wyeth, Jasper Johns, Hans 

Hofmann and Alexander Calder. 

Like a theater production, visitors to a museum such as the Cape Cod Museum of Art 

see only the final product and not everything that goes on behind the scenes. Works not 

currently on display are stored in the lower level of the museum behind doors marked 

“Art Storage.” 



The museum uses a software program to organize works that are in storage, “It’s almost 

like the Dewey Decimal System for paintings,” Mr. Jones said. “We can put in notes, 

there’s a picture, the name of the person who brought the piece in, and a location 

number and we know what date it was accessioned.” 

James Doherty, the museum’s registrar, is tasked with keeping everything in “Art 

Storage” organized. 

“Tracking is a big part of the process,” Mr. Doherty said. “Even within the museum, 

pieces that go upstairs have to be documented and put into the computer just in case 

someone is looking for them and I’m not here.” 

There are pieces coming and going all the time, said Mr. Jones, including works that are 

loaned to different institutions. 

“If we do lend a piece, it has to be in conditions that are acceptable to us and set by the 

American Alliance of Museum Standards,” Mr. Jones said. “Climate control, security, 

insurance, all those things have to be verified before we can loan anything.” 

Paintings are mostly organized by size. Flat files house unframed paintings, drawings 

and prints. One whole room contains three-dimensional works set side-by-side on long 

tables. 

Mr. Jones said the museum, like every collecting museum, is well aware that the space 

for holding works on the premises is finite. 

“We’re exploring different ideas of how to expand the permanent collection space in a 

way that’s most beneficial to the artwork,” he said, adding that having the artwork 

housed elsewhere would present its own challenges. “Have good onsite storage is 

ideal, otherwise you have to pick when artwork could be transferred depending on the 

weather.” 



“Everybody’s dealing with the space problem. It’s not just museums here in the East,” 

Mr. Doherty said. “It’s everywhere in Europe, as well. As you keep taking in more art the 

storage area becomes very complex, it’s a long, careful process when you start to reach 

a point where you can only take in a certain amount of pieces—you have to be 

selective. It’s a real balancing act, to accession, to deaccession and to be able to care 

for what you have.” 

“Light of Day: Rarely Seen Works From the Permanent Collection” will be on view 

through Sunday, March 1. In addition to the upcoming exhibits planned to showcase the 

permanent collection at the Cape Cod Museum of Art, the museum will be loaning 

pieces to the Cahoon Museum in Cotuit for a show titled “Modern Mix: Selections from 

the Cape Cod Museum of Art and The Cahoon Museum of American Art,” from 

Tuesday, March 17, through Sunday, May 10. 

“It’s a real balancing act, to accession, to deaccession and 

to be able to care for what you have.” 

James Doherty, registrar at the Cape Cod Museum of Art 

“We have to care for, interpret, display and represent the 

collection in a way that serves the community.” 

Benton Jones, director of art at the Cape Cod Museum of 

Art. 

 


