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ARTS&CULTURE

Thebig
picture

Fitchburg Art Museum director Nick Capasso and museum curator Mary Tinti have worked together to revitalize 
the museum, and their efforts have rippled into the larger community.
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F
itchburg Art Museum has 
a vibrant new image, and 
we don’t mean the kind you 
hang on a gallery wall.

“Wow, Fitchburg’s really 
changed. It’s amazing what’s 
going on there,” Carrie Crane, 
a noted Worcester-area 

artist, said. “Everybody is saying that.”
Yes, everybody, or so it seems.
“I think it’s an all-new museum,” said Lisa 

Barthelson of Rutland, another widely recognized 
artist. “It’s always had its little niche but I think it’s 
grown and reached out to the community and the 
region in a really exciting way.”

Juliet Feibel, executive director of ArtsWorces-
ter, also has sensed a refreshing change that’s 
become evident through her organization’s ongo-
ing artistic collaboration with the museum.

“They do wonderful work. They are wonderful 
people,” she said. “They are doing it all with joy. 
They are celebrating art and are moving it forward. 
They are doing it with a love for this area and a love 
for artists.”

“They,” in this case, are Nicholas Capasso, 
Fitchburg Art Museum director, and Mary Tinti, 
the museum curator, who have had a revitalizing 
effect on FAM that has rippled out into the larger 
community.

Capasso came to the museum in December 2012. 
Previously, he was director of curatorial affairs 
at the deCordova Sculpture Park and Museum 
in Lincoln, where he had worked 22 years. He is 
a graduate of Clark University in Worcester and 
earned a master’s degree and a doctorate in art his-
tory from Rutgers University.

Tinti joined FAM in April 2013, after having been 
a curatorial fellow at the deCordova, the first-ever 
Public Art Fellow at the New England Foundation 
for the Arts, and the deputy artistic director of 
WaterFire Providence.

In their few short years at FAM, Capasso and 
Tinti have managed to move the museum into high 
gear by forging strong partnerships with other area 
nonprofits and the city, doing extensive outreach 

to Fitchburg’s large Latino community, devising 
creative plans aimed at revitalizing the city’s ailing 
downtown, and turning the museum into a major 
hub for contemporary artists from throughout New 
England with edgy, innovative exhibitions.

Their efforts have not gone unrecognized. Last 
spring, the museum was one of 15 finalists — from a 
field of about 35,000 American museums — for the 
National Medal for Museum and Library Service. 
The medal is presented by the Institute of Museum 
and Library Services, the federal government’s 
main source of support for the nation’s libraries 
and museums. FAM was nominated by U.S. Rep. 
Niki Tsongas, who, when the medal finalists were 
announced, stated that “the museum has helped 
to strengthen the Third District by preserving 
and sharing the diverse traditions that make our 
corner of Massachusetts so unique, including 
their efforts to be accessible and engaging through 
multicultural programming and experiences.”

One of the traditions of North Central Massa-
chusetts like those referenced by Tsongas will be 
on display beginning Sept. 25 with the opening 
of “Plastic Imagination,” an exhibition linked to 
the area’s industrial history. The show promises 
to be highly innovative and will highlight varied 
takes on all types of plastics by 10 contemporary 
artists from throughout New England.

The bilingual show labels that now are posted 
beside the artwork at FAM and other efforts to 
connect with residents who are not traditional 
museum-goers also played a big part in reaching 
finalist status for the prestigious medal, Capasso 
said.

“We were recognized because the leaders in 
the field feel that community service is the way 
forward for museums as everything changes in the 
21st century,” he said. That critical repositioning 
toward greater community is perhaps Capasso’s 
main achievement so far, but he notes that he 
inherited a solid foundation to build upon from 
former director Peter Timms, who had helmed the 
museum for a remarkable 39 years.
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At Fitchburg Art Museum, fresh ideas 
and a new commitment to community
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TOP: “Land Ho! Remix” focused on the museum’s landscape collection. BOTTOM, LEFT AND RIGHT: Pieces in the 81st Regional Exhibi-
tion of Art & Craft, which ran through t he summer. Last spring, the museum was one of 15 fi nalists — from a fi eld of about 35,000 
American museums — for the National Medal for Museum and Library Service. 
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“Peter did great things,” Capasso said. “He really put 
this museum on the map. When he got here in the early 
1970s, it was just one small building, kind of a glorified 
art association in a way, and he made it into a museum.” 
Timms conducted a capital campaign and built a new wing, 
acquired adjacent property and built a significant collec-
tion of photography, African art and American art, among 
other achievements.

When Capasso took the reins, however, he found a 
museum that was very much in transition. About a year and 
a half earlier the former curator had moved on to become a 
museum director at another institution. Timms, knowing he 
would soon retire, chose to leave the hiring of a new curator 
to his successor. While that made sense for a lot of reasons, 
it created a large gap in the exhibition schedule, something 
most museums plan out three to five years in advance.

“I had thought there might be a few shows in the can 
but there weren’t any,” Capasso said. “So my first priority 
became, ‘I’ve got to hire a curator.’ “

Actually, that was his second priority. His first was to 
keep something up on the gallery walls until a curator came 
aboard. The show running at the time was a traveling exhi-
bition of Hudson River-style landscape paintings that was 
scheduled to close just a few weeks after Capasso arrived. 
“So I called the museum that was arranging it and said, ‘Any 
possibility we could extend this?’”  Capasso said. “I was a 

little nervous. If they said no, then I’d have had to come up 
with something else. But we were lucky and they were gener-
ous and said we could keep it up for several more months, so 
that bought me time to hire Mary.”

Tinti, with whom Capasso had worked at the deCordova, 
was charged with creating an exhibition calendar, starting 
with a show for that fall.

Time would be tight and pulling it all together in just a 
few months would be a challenge, but she would be free to 
focus on it because FAM’s summer show, which always is 
the Regional Exhibition of Art and Craft, was slated to be 
organized by a former intern who had worked on the regional 
show before. 

“The summer show was the regional show so at least we 
knew what that was going to be,” Capasso said. “It bought 
us time until September to figure out what we were going 
to do and then to do it, so when Mary came here she hit the 
ground not running but kind of sprinting. It was like we shot 
her out of a rocket.”

Then, the intern found a full-time job elsewhere. “We 
found out all of a sudden that the regional show would be 
my responsibility,” Tinti said. May and June were taken up 
with processing information submitted by the artists, laying 
out the show, creating labels and the other endless details 
that go into pulling off a significant exhibition.

With only weeks remaining after that, Tinti forged ahead 
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ArtsWorcester program administrator Scarlett Hoey, left, and Fitchburg Art Museum curator Mary Tinti wrap 
artwork selected for ArtsWorcester’s “Call & Response” exhibit, a partnership between FAM and ArtsWorces-
ter. The work is a lithograph by Fernand Leger titled “La ville (The City) 1953.”
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with fall plans. There was no summer vacation 
for her that year but the payoff was an innova-
tive exhibition called “Still Life Lives!” The show 
included traditional still lifes from the museum’s 
collection along with refreshing takes on the 
often-overlooked genre by contemporary artists. 
The juxtaposition of old and new was stunning.

Tinti has gone on to successfully use the inno-
vative old-meets-new approach with landscapes 
and portraits, but that first fall show stands out 
as a turning point.

“There was something fresh about it. There 
was something edgy. There was something 
crisp,” Tinti said. “I think that show announced 
that we are excited about honoring our collec-
tion but also showcasing how that collection can 
really serve as a jumping-off point for important 
dialogues on culture today.”

That commitment to cutting-edge con-
temporary shows fills a gap that artists and art 
aficionados had yearned to see filled for a long 
time. “There isn’t anywhere else in Central 
Massachusetts, except for some of the college 
galleries that bring in some pretty interesting 
artists, to see contemporary artwork,” Crane 
said. “You can go to the deCordova, you can go 
to Boston, you can go out to the Berkshires, but 
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“Evoking Eleanor: The art, life and legacy of Fitchburg Art Museum 
founder Eleanor Norcross” is currently on view at FAM.
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it’s really nice to have something that’s that 
close by.”

For some artists in the not-so-distant 
future, FAM will be very close by indeed. 
Capasso has been involved in plans to convert 
a boarded-up former middle school across a 
narrow street from the museum into living and 
work space for up to 100 artists, working with 
New Vue Communities, formerly Twin Cities 
Community Development Corp.

“The director of New Vue came to me 
shortly after I became director of the museum 
and proposed turning the abandoned B.F. 
Brown building and some adjacent properties 
into a campus of over 50 units of affordable 
artist live/work space and I said yes immedi-
ately,” Capasso said.

Didn’t he have to give the concept some 
thought before responding?

“No, because a boarded-up building says 
that the neighborhood is a wreck so that great 
big building was the biggest threat to us,” he 
said. “You can’t have a boarded-up build-
ing across the street from the art museum. 
We’re trying at attract visitors from Boston 
and Metrowest and Worcester and we want 
them to have a great experience. The last thing 
I want is somebody driving back to Boston and 
saying ‘Oh yeah, the art museum was great 
and it was worth the drive, but I was scared 
to get out of the car.’” 

Capasso also knew that the cash-strapped 
city of Fitchburg was unlikely to have the 
money to tear the building down. “I realized 
that wasn’t going to happen, so if the museum 
doesn’t work really hard to repurpose those 
buildings I get a 30-year crack house across 
the street,” he said. “But I also realized that 
those buildings were the museum’s greatest 
opportunity. If we could bring 75 to 100 edu-
cated, creative, entrepreneurial people to live, 
work, dine and shop in downtown Fitchburg, 
now we won’t just be fixing the neighborhood. 
It could be a real tipping point for the whole 
city.”

The project just might prove to be the same 
spark for the city that FAM has been for area 
artists.

“Both Mary and Nick are so filled with 
energy and innovative ideas and the desire 
to connect and work with the community 
in a way that just hasn’t happened before,” 
Barthelson said. “For artists it’s just incred-
ibly exciting and for anyone who enjoys 
seeing shows and contemporary art that’s 
been created in this area it’s a golden oppor-
tunity.” 
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