
Summer Outward Bound:
The Robert L. and Elizabeth French Collection

Between 1986 and 2009, Robert L. 
and Elizabeth French donated over 90 
works of art to the permanent collection 
of the Cape Ann Museum.  Each of 
their gifts was purposefully selected, 
intended to enhance the organization’s 
growing collection of artwork created 
by the many artists who worked on 
Cape Ann over the years.  

The Frenchs’ generosity was exceptional 
and resulted in the Museum’s acquisition of 
works by such top notch artists as John Sloan, 
Marsden Hartley and Edward Hopper.  Bob 
and Libby French stand as two individuals 
among many who over the decades have 
made important and sustained gifts to 
the Cape Ann Museum, endowing the 
organization with a reputation as one of the 
finest small museums in the region.

The Frenchs’ association with the Cape 
Ann Museum began soon after they moved 
to the area in 1965.  Deeply concerned with 
civic and community issues, they quickly 
became involved in a number of local 
organizations including the Essex County 
Greenbelt Association and the Addison 
Gilbert Hospital. Bob’s leadership skills led 
him into politics. In 1972, he ran successfully 
for the local city council and was appointed 
mayor of Gloucester, a position he held 
for two years. Perhaps most importantly in 
terms of the Cape Ann Museum, French’s 
term as head of the City corresponded to 
a community-wide celebration of the 350th 

anniversary of the founding of Gloucester 
and the 100th anniversary of its incorporation 
as a city. As mayor, French took an active 
role in the year-long event, planning and 
presenting a program which, in his own 
words, “had something for everyone….”1

In the spring of 1972, the Anniversary 
committee requested and was granted 
permission to hold a major art exhibition the 

following year at the Cape Ann Museum. As 
French envisioned it, the exhibit, which was 
entitled Portrait of a Place: Some American 
Landscape Painters in Gloucester, would 
be of interest to a wide audience and 
give viewers the chance to see first rate 
works of art in the community where they 
were created. The art subcommittee was 
chaired by James F. O’Gorman, Grace 
Slack McNeil Professor of American Art 
at Wellesley College. While Bob French 
was a relative newcomer to the Museum, 
individuals serving with O’Gorman—John 
P. Coolidge, Walker Hancock, A. Hyatt 
Mayor and Elizabeth Mongan—were all 
well known and assured the success of the 
undertaking from the start.2 By the time 
Portrait of a Place came to a successful 
conclusion in the late summer of 1973, Bob 
French’s enthusiasm and skills were also 
well known to the Cape Ann Museum. In 
the fall of the same year, when long-time 
Museum trustee Robert F. Brown died 
suddenly, Museum leaders turned without 

hesitation to Bob French, unanimously 
inviting him to complete Brown’s term.  
French would remain a trustee and a leader 
of the Cape Ann Museum for the next 35 
years. He would also become one of the 
organization’s leading donors.

When Bob and Libby French first arrived 
on Cape Ann, their interest in American 
art was already a growing one.3 Much to 
his delight, Bob quickly discovered the 
important role the area had played in 
the history of the subject along with the 
outstanding collection of paintings already 
in the holdings of the Cape Ann Museum.   
By the early 1970s, the Frenchs had begun 
acquiring works by Cape Ann artists.  In the 
spring of 1972, they purchased Marsden 
Hartley’s 1931 Summer Outward Bound, 
Dogtown, an oil on board done during 
Hartley’s first extended stay in the area.  
Later that same year, they acquired a 
second oil by Hartley, Rock Doxology (1931, 
oil on board), along with a 1920 drawing in 

Marsden Hartley (1877-1943), Summer Outward Bound, Dogtown, 1931. Oil on board. Gift of the Estate of Robert L. French.



conté crayon by Edward Hopper entitled 
Cemetery in Gloucester. The following 
year, they added Frank Duveneck’s c.1905 
Horizon at Gloucester to their collection. 
All four of these important works are now 
part of the Cape Ann Museum’s collection. 
The Frenchs’ taste in art was not limited 
to established artists such as Hartley and 
Hopper but rather expanded to encompass 
works by living artists they met and 
befriended here on Cape Ann. Foremost 
among the contemporary artists they were 
drawn to was Bernard Chaet, a long time 
professor of painting and drawing at Yale, 
one of this country’s most respected artists 
and a summer resident of Rockport. The 
Frenchs purchased their first work by Chaet 
in 1982, a pencil and watercolor entitled 
Halibut Point that the artist had completed 
the year before. In coming years they would 
continue to purchase Chaet’s works as well 
as those by Ninon Lacey (Chaet’s wife), 
Barbara Swan, Nell Blaine, Erma Wheeler, 
Joseph Solman and Reed Kay.

Over the years, Bob French conscientiously 
sharpened his collecting skills, learning 
among other things the importance of 
knowing all he could about the works he 
acquired. Remembering back to his 1976 
purchase of Milton Avery’s Gloucester 
Landscape, an oil on canvas done in the 
1930s which is also now part of the Cape 
Ann Museum’s holdings, Bob noted that 
“when (he) acquired this painting … (he) 
was too inexperienced to ask about its 
provenance… (and when he) did inquire … 
in 1990, the gallery’s records were no longer 

available.”4  French also kept careful track 
of the growth of the Cape Ann Museum’s 
collection over the years and watched with 
pride from his seat on the organization’s 
Collections Committee as its holdings 
expanded to include works by many of the 
most well known artists to work in the area.  

In 1986, the Frenchs made their first 
donation of artwork to the Cape Ann 
Museum, an oil painting by New York and 
East Gloucester artist William Meyerowitz 
entitled Gloucester Wharf. Three years 
later they gave eleven of Winslow Homer’s 
Gloucester inspired 
wood engravings, 
originally published 
in Harper’s Magazine 
between 1869 and 
1874. The wood 
engravings were the 
first in a series of 
works on paper that 
the Frenchs gave to 
the Museum; by the 
early 1990s the list 
would grow to include 
lithographs, etchings 
and watercolors 
by artists such as 
Stow Wengenroth, 
Vera Andrus, 
Gordon Grant, 
Louis Lozowick and 
Gifford Beal.  As time 
went by, Bob kept 
track of what other 

donors were adding to the Museum’s 
collection, planning his own gifts so as 
to avoid duplication and fill voids in the 
organization’s holdings.  In the year 2000, 
Bob donated two works by Joseph Jeswald, 
a founder of Montserrat College of Art, to 
the Museum bringing the number of items 
in what, by that time, could rightly be 
referred to as the French Collection to just 
over 60. With the death of Robert French in 
2009, the Cape Ann Museum received its 
final and most important group of artworks, 
including Hartley’s two views of Dogtown, 
Duveneck’s Horizon at Gloucester and an 
oil on canvas of Gloucester Harbor entitled 
Glare on the Bay (1914) by John Sloan.

While Bob and Libby French’s dedication 
to the Cape Ann Museum was truly 
remarkable, numerous other individuals 
over the years have made important 
contributions to the organization.  Gifts 
have covered a broad spectrum ranging 
from fragile, one of a kind historical objects 
cherished by their owners for generations 
before being turned over to the Museum, 
to donations of funds earmarked for 
the restoration of artifacts in need of 
professional outside care or to help finance 
carefully thought out capital projects. 
Among the earliest donors to the Museum 
were Catalina and Lucy Davis, daughters of 
William Fuller Davis and caretakers of an 
old and well connected Gloucester family’s 

Frank Duveneck (1848-1919), Horizon at Gloucester, c.1905. Oil on canvas. Gift of the Estate of Robert L. French.

Bernard Chaet (b.1924), Yellow Sea, 1997. Oil on canvas. Gift of the Estate of Robert L. French.



storehouse of antiquities.  When Lucy died 
in 1926, she entrusted all her possessions 
to Catalina; when Catalina died a few years 
later, the Cape Ann Museum was the chief 
beneficiary of her generosity.  Priceless 
furniture and paintings, all with impeccable 
provenances, books, letters and treasures 
collected during the women’s travels 
abroad, bits and pieces of clothing and 
textiles dating back to the late 1700s,  
were all given to the Museum.  Mindful of 
the strain a gift of such size would put on 
the organization, Catalina also left funds 
for a new exhibition hall to be named in 
her father’s honor, a spacious auditorium 
and an endowment to help support the 
Museum into the future.    

The Davis sisters’ generosity was 
matched by that of their distant cousin 
Alfred Mansfield Brooks who gave not only 
treasured objects to the Cape Ann Museum 
passed down through five generations of 
his family, but also the gift of his time and 
vast knowledge.  From the early 1940s to 
his death in 1963, Brooks took a hands-
on role in the organization, serving as 
curator of the Museum and on its board 
of directors. He lectured on a multitude 
of subjects and arranged for others to 
join him at the podium, spearheaded 
community drives to preserve historic 
structures such as the White-Ellery House, 
and perhaps most importantly, prodded 
his friends and relatives to donate their 
family treasures to the Museum – foremost 
among them their paintings by the then 
relatively unknown artist named Fitz H. 
Lane.  Looking back on Brooks’ many 
contributions to the organization, long-
time president E. Hyde Cox wrote the 
following in 1970 upon the death of Brooks’ 
beloved wife Ruth and the Museum’s 
receipt of five generations of Davis, Somes 
and Mansfield family treasures: “…it would 
be fair to say that almost every room in all 
parts of your buildings has been marked, 
upgraded, distinguished by the addition 
of some piece or pieces of this collection. 
One must remember that Alfred Mansfield 
Brooks was the great great grandson of Elias 
Davis himself to whose house our museum 
is attached. In how many museums can the 
guide say that some of the furniture and  
the china and the silver actually belonged 
to the original owner of the house and 
was there in 1804 or 1820. It is this sort of 

authenticity that the Brooks bequest has 
profoundly enhanced. It adds much to the 
very genuine quality of what we are and 
what we have to show. In some ways we may 
never again have a bequest to match it.”5 

Hyde Cox himself was a major donor to 
the Cape Ann Museum, following in the 
footsteps of Alfred Mansfield Brooks and 
inspiring a handful of others to do the 
same. Born in Merion, Pennsylvania, Cox 
summered in Gloucester as a young child 
with his family and in 1935 made Manchester 
his permanent home.  Hyde was president 
of the Museum board for 22 years (from 
1956 to 1979) and a director for three years 
before becoming president, making his a 
quarter of a century commitment to the 
organization. A close friend of Brooks, 
Hyde shared his mentor’s deep love of 
Cape Ann and was dedicated to preserving 
the best of its history and culture within 
the walls of the Museum. Through his 
efforts and his admonition to “strive for 
the highest and best within our means,”6  
important scholarship into the life of Fitz H. 
Lane was undertaken during Cox’s tenure, 
a strong collection of early artifacts and 
gear related to Gloucester’s famed fishing 
industry was gathered, and in 1970, through 
the thoughtful lobbying efforts of Cox and 
others, the City of Gloucester established 

a Civic Center Zone with the Cape Ann 
Museum as the kingpin on the northerly 
boundary. As Walker Hancock, the noted 
sculptor, wrote in 1979 when Cox stepped 
down as president of the organization, 
Hyde guided the Cape Ann Museum with 
rare wisdom, using his “unerring aesthetic 
judgment and his creative talents” to give 
the Museum “its unique excellence.”7 

Working for many years alongside Cox, 
but preferring to remain very much behind 
the scenes, Margaret “Peggy” Farrell 
Lynch was one of the Cape Ann Museum’s 
major supporters for nearly 40 years.  She 
contributed artwork to the collection, 
perhaps most importantly in 1972 when she 
anonymously gave the organization its first 
and only original work by Winslow Homer, a 
watercolor, pencil and chalk drawing entitled 
Schooner Yacht Ambassadress in Gloucester 
Harbor. She also underwrote special 
programs and events which successfully drew 
new audiences to the organization. In the 
early 1960s, Peggy and Hyde (who had been 
friends since childhood days at Bass Rocks) 
joined together to provide major funding for 
expansion of the Museum’s facilities into the 
wing that now houses the Lane Collection. 
And, at the time of her death in 1999, Peggy 
left the Cape Ann Museum a magnificent oil 
painting of Norman’s Woe by Fitz H. Lane 

Milton Avery (1885-1965), Gloucester Landscape, c.1930. Oil on canvas. Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Robert French.
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and an endowment intended to further the 
work of the organization as leaders saw fit.  
Lynch’s gifts to the Museum stand head and 
shoulder above all others and yet she will be 
best remembered by many as the “volunteer 
hostess” who preferred to graciously cover 
the reception desk on Wednesdays.

It would be virtually impossible to list all of 
the individuals who have made noteworthy 
donations, tangible and intangible, to the 
Cape Ann Museum over the past 100-plus 
years.  If an accounting were to be made, 
however, near the top along with Bob and 
Libby French would certainly be Harold 
and Betty Bell for their gift of Lane’s 1864 

masterpiece Brace’s Rock; Evelyn Bartlett, 
William Coolidge and the Heberle family 
for their donations of funds to expand 
the Museum’s facilities in the mid-1990s; 
and Dorothy Buhler for her bequest of 
paintings by her father, the great early 
20th century artist Augustus W. Buhler, 
and the funds to stage a major exhibition 
of the same in the future. In lieu of such a 
list, it seems appropriate to close with the 
following words written by Hyde Cox in the 
mid-1970s as he prepared to turn the reins 
of the Cape Ann Museum over to a new 
generation of leaders:  

Institutions of this kind always 
depend—as you well know—on 
only a few people for most of their 
impetus.  Moreover, each generation 
of people who care, inherit from 
the previous generation of people 
who cared, certain obligations to 
maintain the integrity of what has 
already been achieved….Realism 
and common sense both guide us 
to make the most of what we have, 
and take our direction for the future 
from it….”8   

 

      Martha Oaks
     Curator

Erma Wheeler (1915-2005), Quarried Waters, c.1998. Watercolor on paper. Gift of the Estate of Robert L. French.
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