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How to Move a Museum

After the construction of the new Benton Museum of Art at Pomona 
College, a mammoth task remained: Most of the collection that 

now numbers 16,000 objects had to be moved across the street.

Photography by Steve Comba, Jeff Hing and Kristopher Vargas

Workers survey the 30-foot sculpture ghandiG by Peter Shelton '73 at the museum's 
former location before moving it by crane across College Avenue to its new home.
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When news of the 2017 groundbreaking for the spacious new 
$44 million state-of-the-art museum at the southwest corner of 
Bonita and College was announced, there was a cheer of relief 
that all objects in the museum collection would be under one 
roof at last. For more than 10 years, as many as 13,000 objects 
in the growing collection had been spread out in three satellite 
venues: Montgomery Art Gallery, Rembrandt Hall and Bridges 
Auditorium. The Native American Collection, first assembled 
around the turn of the 20th century, occupied various locations—
among them the basement of the humanities building at Scripps 
College, then Sumner Hall, and in 2011 the lower level of Bridges.

Celebration quickly dissolved into the electric hum of brainpower 
as staff began to strategize. Here was a chance to do an up-to-
date inventory of every collection item before safely packing and 
transporting objects as diverse as Andy Warhol Polaroids, Goya 
etchings, alabaster bas-relief sculptures, large abstract paintings, 
beaded Sioux leggings and contemporary 
art by Pomona alumni, including Helen 
Pashgian ’56 and Chris Burden ’69.

Such an inventory had 
never been done before.

“I had been warned by colleagues 
that moving a collection is the single 
most difficult and yet rewarding task a 
registrar could ever undertake,” says Steve 
Comba, associate director/registrar at the 
Benton—who already had twice overseen 
moves of the Native American Collection.

Objects didn’t have to travel 
physically far—all satellite locations were blocks or buildings 
away—but that didn’t make the task less daunting. Handling 
objects at any step of the process is always a risk, says 
Comba. “There’s always the possibility of human error. 
We wanted to do this right. We had to take our time.”

Comba brought on board independent collections manager 
Karen Hudson, who assumed duties as move coordinator/
registrar. “Before you move anything, you need to know what 
you have,” she says about the time-consuming and labor-
intensive process of creating the inventory. “You start by opening 
up every box, in every storage room and in every building. 
I had my eye on every single object in the collection.”

Going through hanging racks, cabinetry and Solander 
storage boxes one by one for almost a year, Hudson 
compared each item to its own unique catalog number, cross-
checked the database and updated all pertinent information. 
She noted items with missing numbers, objects that had 
been numbered incorrectly and other discrepancies.

“You don’t want to move problems,” sums up Hudson. 
“You solve them first before you pack them up.”

As with any move, surprises were uncovered. For years Comba 
thought that a rare Sioux ceremonial rattle had been lost; he was 
thrilled when the beautifully quillworked and beaded treasure 
was discovered during the inventory. Another surprise: The 
museum’s collection grew from 11,000 objects pre-inventory to 
nearly 13,000 in late 2018. (Note: Because of additional gifts to 
the collection since 2018, that number is now officially 16,000.)

«There’s always 
the possibility of 
human error. We 
wanted to do this 
right. We had to 
take our time.»

Drivers who regularly ventured past the Pomona 
College campus in the early mornings of 
October and November 2019 likely witnessed 
a strange ritual at the intersection of Bonita and 
College avenues.
Day after day, a procession of student interns crossed the 
street, slowly rolling stainless-steel restaurant-style carts 
loaded with slate-gray boxes tied down with brightly colored 
bungees. Motorists waited as the parade carefully bypassed 
the myriad yellow warning bumps near the curbs. Reaching 
the other side, the interns gently maneuvered the carts 
up to the sidewalk and then onto the ramp of the newly 
completed Benton Museum of Art at Pomona College.

The museum collection was arriving at its new home. Finally.
For many people, the words “Moving Day” trigger fear 

and apprehension from beginning to end: the monumental 
chaos of sorting and packing items, the crucial task of hiring 
a trustworthy moving team and the suspense mixed with 
dread of opening boxes at the new location, hoping for 
minimal damage. But for the staff at the Benton, “Moving 
Day” was a welcomed phrase for a transition that was 
long overdue and took nearly two years to complete.

The first museum piece arrived 
at its new home in spring of 2019.

In the early morning of March 
22, spectators watched a 30-foot-tall 
bronze sculpture dangle from a hoist 
and crane that was inching its way down 
College Avenue. No trees or overhead 
wires blocked the transit. Under a blue 
sky, there was just a steady progression 
forward: ghandiG was on the move.

Purchased by the college in 2006, 
the ethereal sculpture by Pomona 
alumnus Peter Shelton ’73 was making 
its way to a new home amid the 
landscape of the Benton, which was 
still a work in progress at the time.

Moving ghandiG involved crews severing 
the sculpture’s support cabling system at 
the old location, transporting the artwork 
two blocks and then installing it—with new 
cabling—at the prominent corner. Shelton 
was consulted about the proper orientation 

for his sculpture, which now welcomes 
visitors to the museum in a striking way.

While ghandiG was officially the first 
piece of art to be moved to the Benton, 
it would be months before the rest of the 
collection joined the sculpture at the new 
location. Transporting those other items 
was far less dramatic—but there were 
still some heart-pounding moments.

The process involved the meticulous 
packing of hundreds of paintings, pottery 
works, photos and more. Comba, Hudson 
and a third member of the museum staff 
were joined by a team of interns Hudson 
described as invaluable. “We needed 
their help, their youthful stamina and 
enthusiasm,” she says. Comba goes further, 
calling them “rock stars.” He adds that 
the collection-moving interns weren’t all 
art history majors. “We had conservation 
majors from Scripps College and athletes 
from Pomona,” he says. “They each 
brought their own skills to the project.”

Intern Emily Petro '21 sorts and labels arrowheads from the Native American Collection.
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Workmen prepare to move 
ghandiG by Peter Shelton



details of these ancient mini works of art. “The artist used a fine 
paintbrush and painted the insides of the bottles,” she says. “It 
was so special to be able to handle and observe these up close.”

Comba lost track of how much poly foam was 
used to securely wrap objects. “It was everywhere,” 
he says of the material that is firm enough to cushion 
delicate objects but soft enough not to put unwanted 
pressure on certain structural elements, like the 
spout of a teakettle. “You want everything to have 
a soft landing at every step of the way,” he says.

Items were transported three ways. Heavy and 
incredibly fragile pieces—like the Kress Collection’s 
Italian Renaissance panel paintings, a 19th-century 
marble bust and a Sam Maloof walnut music stand—
were given to a professional art-moving company 
that spent only two days on campus. Most objects, 
however, were moved using campus vans. Lightweight ones—such as 
photos, prints, scrolls and manuscripts—were walked over in rolling 
restaurant-style carts. “It was a huge responsibility, and it was nerve-

racking,” Fraley says of those early-morning expeditions. “We just 
took our time, but I’ll tell you, that short walk never felt so long.”

Days after the last objects were moved to the Benton on 
March 3, 2020, the pandemic hit. Interns were 
sent home, which left staffers the final task of 
checking in and storing those remaining items 
in their new homes. “We didn’t have a time 
pressure to finish the job,” admits Comba. 
“You could call that a pandemic benefit.”

As far as Comba has seen, no item sustained 
any damage from the moving process, 
marking this move a huge success.

Now, months after the entire collection has 
officially settled into its new digs, the reverberations 
from the relocation still echo for those on the 
moving team, especially Fraley. “This really opened 

my eyes to the depth of the moving process and the specialness 
of this collection,” she says. “Because of this experience, I will 
never look at any museum the same way ever again.” 

«Comba lost 
track of how much 

poly foam was used 
to securely wrap 
objects. ‘It was 
everywhere.’»

The museum could have hired an expensive professional art-moving 
company for the entire job, but since the Benton is a teaching 
museum with a robust internship program, the collection move 
presented an exceptional chance for hands-on, behind-the-scenes, 
roll-up-your-sleeves learning. Twelve interns—among them Pomona 
students Nina Mueller ’19, Ethan Dieck ’22, Jem Stern ’22, Quin 
Fraley ’22, Katherine Purev ’23 and Emily Petro ’21—stepped 
up for a challenge that lasted from April 2019 to March 2020.

The Native American collection was the first to be physically 
moved; it was the farthest from the new museum (although 
still only a few blocks away) and had many delicate objects. 
Comba also wanted to restart that collection’s educational 
outreach program for third graders, which had been suspended 
because of the move, as soon as possible. Interns assisted the 
staff with packing, wrapping and sealing boxes in the basement 
of Bridges; later the team hand-carried them up by elevator 
and then carefully loaded and unloaded them in and out of 
the museum van. Moving the Native American collection took 
about three months—and countless van rides—to complete.

Hudson made sure that interns knew the protocols of proper 
object handling, dispelling the myth that the only way to 
touch museum items is with white cotton gloves. “The cotton 
fibers of a white glove can snag loose ends of baskets. If you 
are handling anything fibrous, it could be a disaster,” she says. 
Nitrile gloves are typically used to handle photographs and 
prints (they leave no fingerprints), but experts don’t wear them 
when picking up smooth objects like vases (too slick). Overall, 
the growing professional consensus is that clean bare hands 
provide a better and more secure grip, especially when picking 
up organic items made of stone or bone, such as arrowheads.

Fraley, one of the interns, used her bare hands to check and 
pack 450 Chinese snuff bottles from the Qing Dynasty, one of her 
many special assignments. A history major, Fraley recalls getting 
into a rhythm as she handled the ornate bottles, which ranged in 
size from 2 to 4 inches. Using poly foam batting, Fraley gently 
wrapped and nestled the bottles into their drawer-like cubbies 
encased in pre-cut Ethafoam, a brand of foam often used for 
artifact storage. As she worked, Fraley examined the intricate 

The long-awaited Benton Museum of Art at Pomona College opened to 
the public in May 2021 with reservation-based visits after the planned 
2020 opening was delayed by the pandemic.

Named in recognition of a $15 million gift from Janet Inskeep Benton 
’79, a longtime supporter of the arts and a member of the Pomona 
College Board of Trustees, the 33,000-square-foot museum provides not 
only space for the public enjoyment of art but also serves as a teaching 
museum and a new gathering spot on campus.

The public community celebration planned for November 13 will be 
preceded by an opening reception and artist talk with Sadie Barnette on 
November 6 as part of Sadie Barnette: Legacy & Legend. On November 
11, the Benton will feature guest curator Karen Kice and graphic designer 
Amir Berbić as part of Sahara: Acts of Memory. Throughout the fall, 
the $44 million facility designed by Machado Silvetti Associates and 
Gensler will host events for the campus community in the museum’s 
courtyard and striking glass-walled interior spaces.
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Some heavy or incredibly 
fragile items, such as 
Italian Renaissance panel 
paintings from the Kress 
Collection, were handled by 
professional fine art movers.
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